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Summary of Thesis 

In the first three centuries CE Asia Minor supported a diverse network 

of human communities within an overarching Hellenistic cultural 

mainstream. Within this network existed cultural and ethnic groups 

described in this thesis as minority groups. Here I build on studies 

which bring out the tenacity of minority cultural groups against a 

cultural mainstream. Through processes which I explain by 

assimilation theory, minority groups remained distinct from 

mainstream traditional Hellenistic pagan culture even as they engaged 

with it and with each other.  

Conflict and competition between groups, Hellenisation, Romanisation 

and minority group influence on the cultural environment of Asia 

Minor contributed to the development of a new religious situation. In 

an atmosphere of religious change, the role of individuals became more 

prominent. This resulted in a rise in the presence of cults requiring 

conscious choice of membership. Cults of this type included those 

which looked to one highest god. 

In the acculturating spaces of interaction between different groups 

creative new ideas about god emerged. These ideas were expressed in 

cult through religious practices which included: public confession, the 

rule of divine justice, angeloi devotion, identification of abstract 

deities, the activities of the theosebeis, worship of Theos Hypsistos, 

and the production of theological oracles. In the first three centuries 

CE, these practices and the ideas about god which gave rise to them 

crossed cultural groups, and they indicated a shift toward monotheism.  

Other scholars have said there was a trend toward monotheism in Asia 

Minor.  This thesis explains within a framework of assimilation theory, 

and by challenging assumptions about syncretism in these practices, 

why there was a developing trend toward monotheism.  
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This thesis tests whether the cultural environment of Asia Minor was 

a matrix for expressions of a highest god by studying evidence for 

cultic practices indicating monotheism, and by considering the 

theological texts that emerged from this context. Some of the oracles 

produced in the second and third centuries give insight into new ways 

of talking about god, which was a shift from traditional pagan religion.  

In this thesis, I suggest that a theological oracle from Oinoanda in Asia 

Minor and the Kolossian hymn contain monotheistic expressions of god 

which were based in common cultural origins and a shared 

environment. These texts speak about the nature of god in language 

which was current and which gained greater currency as the cultural 

environment made way for the intersection and exchange of theological 

ideas.  

This thesis contributes to scholarship in biblical and classical studies 

in Asia Minor by using a modern framework of assimilation theory to 

expose an ancient cultural environment in which monotheistic 

expressions of god emerged in cult and theology. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

In an early encounter with a simplified intermediate version of Plato’s 

Phaidros when returning to school to complete secondary education as 

a young adult, I met with a pagan conception of one god. This 

unexpected discovery perplexed and challenged me, led me along a 

journey through the Greek and Roman world. There I found many and 

diverse expressions of god and gods. I learned that ‘the’ god of my 

background tradition was honoured by many different groups of people 

who heard the voice of god speak to them in many ways. The discovery 

that there were pagan monotheists was an original impetus of this 

thesis.  

At the heart of this study are people. It is people in relationship with 

each other and with their god that are foundational for the research 

reflected in the work here. This study explores the perspective of 

people and groups who were marginal to the cultural mainstream. In 

the margins, outside of the mainstream, creative ideas and distinct 

practices toward god emerged.  

In this thesis, I present a body of evidence to argue that in Asia Minor 

in the first three imperial centuries ideas of one highest god developed 

among different minority cultural groups into practical cultic 

expression. These ideas were intellectually conceived and developed in 

the preceding centuries. Alongside this, I argue that the cultural 

environment provided a matrix which enabled the practical cultic 

expressions of a highest god to grow and flourish. A matrix functions 

as a network of communities, organisations and people forming an 

interconnected whole.1 It was people engaging with each other as 

                                            
1 Macquarie Australian Dictionary, Fifth Edition (Sydney, Australia: Macquarie 

Dictionary Publishers Pty Ltd, 2010). 
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communities, organisations and individuals as a cohering matrix 

which supported innovation, creativity, sharing and growth in 

religious ideas. 

I utilise a theory of assimilation of people and groups in relationship 

with a cultural mainstream to present the cultural environment as an 

enabling matrix for monotheistic expressions of god. Assimilation 

theory has come from the modern study of immigrant and ethnic 

groups adapting to a new dominant culture. The subprocesses of 

assimilation in this study explain how minority groups in the ancient 

context of Asia Minor engaged with each other and with mainstream 

Hellenistic culture. Assimilation theory provides a basis for providing 

a hypothesis as to why the cultural environment unique to Asia Minor 

was a matrix which enabled monotheism among minority groups.  

There has been significant scholarship in recent years on the topic of 

pagan monotheism. The studies of Stephen Mitchell, Michael Frede 

and Angelos Chaniotis,2 among others, have made great inroads into 

an area fraught with bias and controversy. Much of the work of this 

thesis is built on the foundations of these scholars. There has also been 

a great deal of excellent work in Jewish monotheism and the 

distinctiveness of Jews in communities dispersed throughout the 

                                            
2 Especially significant for the study of pagan monotheism in this thesis are: Stephen 

Mitchell, Anatolia: Land, Men and Gods in Asia Minor, Vol. 1 The Celts in Anatolia 
and the Impact of Roman Rule and Vol. 2 The Rise of the Church, (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1993), “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos between pagans, Jews, and Christians,” in 

P. Athanassiadi and M. Frede (eds.), Pagan Monotheism in Late Antiquity, (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1999): 81-148, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” in 

S. Mitchell and P. Van Nuffelen (eds.), One God: Pagan Monotheism in the Roman 
Empire, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010): 167-208; Michael Frede, 

“Monotheism and Pagan Philosophy in Later Antiquity,” in Pagan Monotheism in 
Late Antiquity, 41-68, “The case for pagan monotheism in Greek and Graeco-Roman 

antiquity,” in One God, 53-81; Angelos Chaniotis, “Megatheism: the search for the 

almighty god and the competition of cults,” in One God, 112-40, in addition to his 

extensive bibliography in One God, 213-14.  



 

3 

 

Roman Empire. Paul Trebilco’s and John Barclay’s work on Asia Minor 

has again been foundational to this study.3  

In this thesis, I claim that there was a trend toward monotheism in 

Asia Minor during the first to third centuries CE. In the following 

chapters I explain within a framework of assimilation theory, and by 

challenging assumptions about syncretism in these practices, why 

there was a developing trend toward monotheism. I build on the areas 

of pagan monotheism, Jewish religious practices and ethnic 

distinction, and early Christian communities, and draw them together 

in their common interactive cultural environment. 

This study builds on a recent interest in culture, ethnicity, and the 

individual in ancient communities.4 It fits into the wider fields of 

cultural studies and the history of religions. It engages with the 

disciplines of biblical studies, classical studies and the social sciences. 

This study contributes to scholarship on Asia Minor by using a modern 

framework of assimilation theory to investigate an ancient cultural 

context in which monotheistic expressions of god emerged in cult and 

theology. 

I have identified a gap in scholarship which the application of 

assimilation theory to minority groups in an ancient context enters. 

Assimilation theory is a means of explicating the processes of cultural 

interaction leading to religious change. The work of this thesis also 

enters the area of comparative analysis between a pagan theological 

                                            
3 Paul Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, Society for New Testament 

Studies Monograph Series 69 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991); John 

Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora from Alexander to Trajan (323 BCE – 
117 CE, (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1996). 
4 See especially the selection of essays in J. Rϋpke (ed.), The Individual in the 
Religions of the Ancient Mediterranean, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
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oracle5 and a Christian hymn6 in order to investigate a common 

cultural background. 

The evidence used here is mostly epigraphical.7 The epigraphical 

record of Asia Minor in this period is abundant. Epigraphy gives 

different insights into people than the insights of literature. Epigraphy 

provides a unique and privileged view into the world of ordinary 

people.8 Some of the distinct practices I have associated with 

monotheism are discerned from the epigraphical evidence.  

The work of this thesis is chronologically contained from the first to 

the third centuries CE. In these three centuries, the evidence 

discussed in this study is most prominent. Beyond the third century 

Christianity becomes a dominant cultural force and the face of 

traditional pagan religion changes. Before the first century other 

factors, including the establishment of the Roman imperium, impacted 

on Asia Minor. Evidence from outside of these three centuries will be 

selectively used if it highlights a point or provides important extra 

information.9 This study is geographically contained to Asia Minor as 

it was the distinctive cultural environment of Asia Minor that 

produced the phenomena discussed here. Again, evidence from other 

areas is used only to highlight a point, or where evidence is lacking 

from Asia Minor. 

 

1.1 Outline of thesis 

                                            
5 SEG XXVII (1977) 933 from Oinoanda. 
6 Kol 1.15-20. 
7 The exception is Christian communities, for whom the epigraphical evidence is less 

prominent in these centuries. I rely more heavily on the biblical corpus when 

discussing Christians, especially in Chapter Nine. 
8 Noting the limitations set out in Chapter Two. 
9 Such as the Sardis synagogue referred to in Chapters Two and Four. 
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Several main areas are covered in this investigation of the cultural 

environment of Asia Minor to test if it did provide a matrix for 

monotheistic expressions of god. The thesis gives an evaluation of the 

cultural environment of Asia Minor and I argue that in this period a 

new religious situation conducive to monotheism and group interaction 

emerged. From the development of a new religious situation I engage 

with the areas where monotheistic practices were evident. Having 

established practices congruent with monotheism, I explore evidence 

for cultic activity associated with a highest god among Jews and 

pagans. I then place evidence of one highest god in the context of 

pagan oracles and oracle centres in Asia Minor. I link the pagan 

expression of god through the voice of the god in oracles to a Christian 

community and its textual expression of a highest god. 

In each chapter, I emphasise the main areas of movement through the 

thesis to discern whether the cultural environment of Asia Minor 

provided a matrix which enabled a highest god to emerge with 

assimilating links between cultural groups. The chapters build up 

evidence and give specific examples of the evidence in context. 

Chapter Two sets out the method of arguing the thesis. I outline the 

modern theory of assimilation and how it is applied in modern 

settings. I break down the modern theory into aspects, then examine 

scholars who have used assimilation theory in an ancient context. On 

this basis, I provide a version of the theory suitable for this thesis, and 

apply it to a case study of a Jewish community in Akmonia.  

Chapter Three sets out a review of the scholarship which has been 

influential in progressing this argument. The review of scholarship 

briefly overviews the broad field of modern scholarship in Asia Minor. I 

then identify four main areas which contribute to this study and 

survey the scholarship undertaken in them. These main areas are: the 

cultural environment of Asia Minor, cultural change leading to a new 
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religious situation, the religious attitudes and practices unique to Asia 

Minor, and monotheism in Asia Minor. 

I begin the work of building a view of the cultural environment of Asia 

Minor in Chapter Four. I identify in the environment the main groups 

of people, including indigenous, mainly rural minority groups, 

mainstream pagan urban groups and urban Jewish minority groups. I 

assess the impact of Hellenisation and Romanisation on the different 

groups and discover how the assimilation of groups affects this impact. 

I consider language usage as an indicator of assimilation in indigenous 

groups, and the imperial cult as representative of Roman rule in urban 

settings.  

In Chapter Five I give attention to the religious situation as an 

important aspect of the cultural environment. I give a background on 

traditional pagan religion and its place in the structures of city and 

country to highlight the distinctiveness of the religious situation in 

Asia Minor. I then identify religious change through attitudes and 

practices, some of which are evident in the margins of the cultural 

mainstream. I find evidence of a new role of the individual person in 

the changing environment. I identify religious groups of the new type, 

and assess one response to the new religious situation in a minority 

group setting through the study of transgression, public confession and 

penance.  

The presence of groups of a new type leads more directly into the area 

of monotheism. In Chapter Six I investigate the types of monotheism 

and definitions applied to pagan monotheism. I undertake an 

investigation of the Greek philosophical background of monotheism 

through two philosophers, the pre-Socratic Xenophanes (sixth century 

BCE) and Plato (fourth century BCE). I then analyse the relationship 

of philosophical monotheism with traditional pagan religion. The focus 

of the study then shifts from the theoretical to practical, and draws out 
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the practices I associate with monotheism in a new religious situation. 

I include more detailed study of abstract divinities and the processes of 

mediation in a philosophically constructed universe. The chapter 

concludes with a case study of the phenomenon of angeloi devotion in 

the context of a highest god at Stratonikeia as representative of pagan 

monotheism. 

Building on the foundations of philosophical monotheism and its 

practical application in the cultural environment, in Chapter Seven I 

consider evidence of a highest god and its occurrence between pagans 

and Jews. I specify Theos Hypsistos as a high god of pagan 

monotheism, examine the relationship of Theos Hypsistos to other 

pagan gods and to Judaism, then identify cults of Theos Hypsistos and 

features distinctive to its cults. I take the theosebeis, the god-

worshippers, as an example of the assimilating processes between 

Judaism and pagan monotheism and consider the relationship of the 

theosebeis to Theos Hypsistos. The chapter concludes with case studies 

of theosebeis at Miletos and Aphrodisias. 

In Chapter Eight I engage the area of pagan oracles and their function 

in pagan religion. The interest for this thesis is the monotheistic 

expressions of god which certain theological oracles express. I identify 

in this chapter Apollo as a god of prophecy and assess the assimilation 

of Apollo and his cults in Asia Minor. I give an overview of the main 

oracle sites of Asia Minor, including the processes of oracle 

consultation and production, the types, interpretation and 

dissemination of the oracles. I identify a key text in this thesis, a 

theological oracle from Oinoanda, and provide a case study of the 

oracle as an example of pagan monotheism with linkage to a cult of 

Theos Hypsistos. 

In Chapter Nine the study comes to the Christian expression of 

monotheism. In the first three centuries Christians were minority 
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groups, they were also monotheistic, and they represented a religious 

group of the new type. I identify the text of the Letter to the Kolossians 

from the area of the Lykos Valley as evidence of a Christian 

community. The Lykos Valley is geographically connected to the 

occurrences of pagan monotheism as described in the preceding 

chapters. I discuss the biblical letter and the evidence of community 

conflict in it, then examine the Christological hymn (Kol 1.15-20) from 

the letter, and interpret its meaning in the cultural context. I then 

draw the hymn and the theological oracle from Oinoanda into dialogue 

and provide a comparative analysis. I look for language and vocabulary 

between the texts as evidence of a highest god with origins in a 

common cultural background. It is from the basis of these texts that I 

assess if the cultural environment in which the texts were set did 

provide a matrix for expressions of a highest god that crossed cultural 

boundaries. 

I conclude the study by summing up the evidence in a final chapter 

and naming the results of the study and which areas would benefit 

from further research. 

 

1.2 Definition of terms 

Defining ‘pagan’ and ‘paganism’ is necessary at the outset because of a 

long tradition of negative association and pejorative use.10 When 

Christian groups began to self-designate as ‘soldiers of Christ,’ they 

utilised the word ‘pagan’ to identify groups unlike themselves.11 The 

                                            
10 Cicero De Domo Sua (nulli pagani aut montani), and the Codex Theodosios 7.21.2 

(pagani vel decuriones) refer to the Latin substantive paganus, pagani as rural 

dweller. By the sixth century CE it meant civilian, according to the Codex 
Justinianus 3.28 (vel paganum est peculiam vel castranse). 
11 According to A. D. Lee, Pagans and Christians in Late Antiquity: A Sourcebook, 
(London & New York: Routledge, 2000), 10. 
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term then began to be used as a label of opposition.12 Care is required 

when using the term today because of past negative traditions. A 

satisfactory alternative to refer to groups not identified as Jewish or 

Christian is difficult to provide. ‘Polytheist’ is inadequate. As the work 

of this thesis shows, the boundary areas between tradition pagan 

religion and new religious expressions, was permeable. Monotheism, in 

its various forms, belonged to the pagans as well as Jews and 

Christians. Garth Fowden’s use of the terms ‘polytheist’ and 

‘polytheism’ understates and limits the scope of intellectual and cultic 

movements in pagan groups.13 The term ‘Non-Christian’ is also clumsy. 

Non-Christians include Jews, making its referent a very large group 

with vast differences in religious views and practices. It also assumes a 

stance of Christian dominance.  

In the absence of a useful alternative then, I elect to use the terms 

‘pagan’ and ‘paganism,’ in this thesis to define the religions that I do 

not identify as Jewish or Christian. In doing this I understand the 

significant overlap between these groups in the wider context of the 

cultural environment and the day to day experience of living in that 

environment.14 I also elect not to capitalise the name ‘pagan.’ I do this 

because in the period discussed here there was no system of orthodoxy 

or doctrine in pagan religion.15 Throughout this study traditional 

                                            
12 Garth Fowden, “Late Polytheism,” in The Cambridge Ancient History, Vol. XII 2nd 

edition, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 521 says the term was 

invented at the end of the second century to refer to those who were not Jews or 

pagans and grew in use as Christianity became dominant. Robin Lane Fox, Pagans 
and Christians in the Mediterranean World from the Second Century AD to the 
Conversion of Constantine, (Middlesex: Viking, 1986), 30-31 says the term ‘pagan’ 

only came into use as late as the fourth century CE. Its earliest legal use is in the 

370 CE Codex Theodosios 16.2.18. 
13 See Garth Fowden’s “Late Polytheism,” 521-572; and “Polytheist Religion and 

Philosophy,” in The Cambridge Ancient History, Vol XIII (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2005), 538-560, for his use of the term ‘polytheist’ and ‘polytheism.’ 

He also admits the clumsiness of these terms, but in Late Polytheism, 522 says it is: 

“a less nakedly offensive formulation than ‘paganism.’”  
14 As Averil Cameron notes in Christianity and the Rhetoric of Empire, Sather 

Classical Lectures, Vol. 55 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), 122, even 

naming groups as ‘Christian’ or ‘pagan’ assumes there was distinct boundaries 

between them, whereas there was significant overlapping. 
15 Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 31. 
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pagan religion is presented as a set of religious practices and traditions 

which differed between local region and customs, not as a singular 

religion. 

The term ‘monotheism’ is in this thesis complex and I undertake fuller 

discussion in Chapter Six.16 

I note here the difficulty of defining early followers of Jesus Christ as 

‘Christian.’ The fact that Christianity emerged from Judaism means 

that Jewish cultural and ethnic practices would have influenced the 

new groups. The processes of assimilation discussed in this study 

affirm that it is not possible to clearly define the groups, or distinguish 

the extent of Jewish influence.17 In the first few decades of the first 

century the expression of ‘Jewish Christianity’ is more reflective of 

these groups. However, a full account of this complex area extends 

beyond the work of this thesis.  

I elect to use the term ‘Jew’ and ‘Jewish’ to describe groups and 

individuals who ascribed to Jewish religious belief and ethnic practices 

which were core distinctions of their group. Such practices and 

distinctions may be seen in Fig. 2.18 I also use the term ‘Christian’ and 

‘Christianity’ to refer to groups which were of the new type described 

in this study,19 who followed the figure of Jesus of Nazareth and 

formed around communities I describe as ekklesiai.20 I acknowledge 

there were other ways of naming these groups.21 I identify that 

                                            
16 See Chapter Six, section 6.2. 
17 Studies such as Sean Freyne, The Jesus Movement and its Expansion: Meaning 
and Mission, (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2014) 

explore this area and the nuances of naming groups. 
18 See Chapter Four, section 4.9.1 on Jewish ethnic distinction. 
19 See Chapter Five, section 5.3 on religious groups of the new type. 
20 The transliteration of ekklesiai from the Greek ejkklhsivai avoids association with 

the modern ideas of ‘church.’ It is one way of distinguishing the newly emerging 

Christian groups.  
21 As ‘Christ followers,’ ‘Jesus followers,’ ‘The Jesus Movement.’ 
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Christians were specific groups known by the Romans. Neither were 

Christians known by the Romans as Jews.22  

 

1.3 A note on style and translation 

Throughout this thesis, a preference is given to a Greek transliteration 

of words. As most of sources used here are Greek, and I have 

extensively worked from the Greek, I have avoided conventions which 

impose Latin transliterations of words which have Greek origins. For 

example, Kolossai is preferred over Colossae, Ephesos over Ephesus, 

Akmonia over Acmonia. Roman names and words of Latin origin are 

retained with Latin spellings. 

I have preferred the Greek angelos/angeloi transliterations over 

‘angel/s.’23 This is to avoid the interpretation of the word from 

exclusively biblical, or later traditions. 

All translations from the Greek and Latin are mine unless otherwise 

indicated. 

In this study, I do not capitalise ‘god,’ whether I am referring to the 

Jewish, Christian or pagan understanding of god. No disrespect is 

intended to any faith tradition. I make this choice to avoid 

distinguishing the superiority of a Jewish, pagan or Christian highest 

god.  

                                            
22 The ancient Latin references to Christians may be found in Pliny the Younger 

Epist. X.96 where Pliny writes to the emperor Trajan for legal advice on dealing 

justice to Christians; Tacitus Annals 15.44 on Nero’s persecution of Christians; 
Suetonius Nero 16 also on the punishment of Christians, and Claudius 25 on the 

obscure reference of ‘Chrestus.’ Reference to the distinction became apparent in the 

clarification by Nerva in 96 CE of the fiscus Iudaicus imposed on Jews by Vespasian 

following the destruction of the Jewish temple in 70 CE. For more see for example, 

Robert E. Van Voorst, Jesus Outside the New Testament: An Introduction to the 
Ancient Evidence, (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2000). 
23 As Rangar Cline, Ancient Angels: Conceptualising Angeloi in the Roman Empire, 
(Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2011), xv. 
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No feminised versions of words are used throughout this study. Words 

such ‘priest’ is used over ‘priestess,’ ‘god’ over ‘goddess.’ This choice is 

based on an intention to equalise the perception of roles between 

genders, rather than provide a diminutive to the feminine. When 

referring to gender where distinction is required, I provide a 

qualification indicating male and female. For example, in translating 

qeoi:V kai; qeai:V, I give ‘to the male and female gods.’ 

With this summarising introduction, I now lead into the following 

chapters, which expand the reasoning of the thesis question. 

 

1.4 Map of sites 

The following map (Map 1) provides the reader with information on the 

geographical location of sites referred to in this thesis.24 I have 

highlighted the following sites: the Katakekaumene area, which is rich 

in evidence for confession texts;25 Sardis, a significant Jewish centre; 

Akmonia, which supported a Jewish community I use as a case study 

in Chapter Two; Kolophon and Miletos, where the important oracle 

centres of Klaros and Didyma are located; Stratonikeia, from which a 

cluster of angeloi inscriptions are found;26 Oinoanda, the site of the 

theological oracle discussed in this study; Aphrodisias, where evidence 

of theosebeis is found; and the cities of the Lykos Valley, Kolossai, 

Hierapolis and Laodikeia.27 

                                            
24 Map from Handbook for travellers in Turkey in Asia: including Constantinople, 

the Bosphorus, plain of Troy, isles of Cyprus, Rhodes, &c., Smyrna, Ephesus, and the 
routes to Persia, Bagdad, Moosool, &c.: with general hints for travellers in Turkey, 
vocabularies &c. John Murray (Firm): 1917 
25 Discussed in Chapter Five. 
26 See Chapter Seven. 
27 I discuss the Christian community in the Lykos Valley in Chapter Nine. 
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2. METHODOLOGY 

 

In this chapter I use the tool of assimilation theory to expound the 

thesis question: does the cultural environment of Asia Minor provide a 

matrix for expressions of a highest god? Is it in minority cultural group 

settings, beyond the mainstream, that these expressions are most 

prominent? The two ideas of the cultural environment as an enabling 

matrix, and the emergence of expressions of a highest god among 

minority groups are key to this thesis. 

In the following pages, I set out assimilation theory as a viable method 

to interrogate the thesis question. I will first describe the theory in its 

modern application and set out terms of the theory. I will then survey 

scholars who have successfully applied a version of assimilation theory 

to the ancient context, then set up the parameters and limitations for 

the ancient context. I then provide a version of assimilation theory 

applicable to this study giving measurable points to assess the theory. 

I present the situations in which the theory may provide insights and 

apply the theory to a case study.  

The purpose of applying this methodology is to study the cultural 

environment of Asia Minor from the perspective of its people and the 

groups the people belonged to. I access the primary evidence through 

archaeology and inscriptions as well as literature. Working through 

the processes of assimilation theory exposes the interactions between 

the different groups within the cultural environment. Assimilation 

theory identifies where convergence between cultural groups occurred, 

and where introversion happened. 

Assimilation theory is an inductive approach, which means it begins 

with evidence and moves toward conclusions based on the results of 
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careful analysis of available evidence.1 It may be applied 

methodologically, with care and caution, to the ancient context. The 

parameters and limitations of assimilation theory in the ancient 

context indicate that care and caution is required in using the theory. I 

discuss the parameters and limitations of assimilation theory in an 

ancient context in this chapter. 

 

2.1 Assimilation theory: the modern method 

In the modern context assimilation, or integration, theory is used to 

observe the processes that happen when migrant groups encounter a 

culturally different mainstream society. Assimilation as a social 

scientific term means the processes that occur when different cultural 

groups or societies are exposed to each other, leading to a reduction in 

distinctive social and cultural differences.2 Assimilation is the result of 

people responding to and adapting to changing conditions in which 

they find themselves.3 It can be applied to an ancient culture because 

changing conditions to which people must adapt is a human experience 

not confined to any one time or to the modern definitions of immigrant 

or refugee.  

Contemporary assimilation theory relies on extensive empirical data 

and inductive methods of dealing with data. This approach takes in a 

broad range of sources and is not reliant on traditional scholarship in 

the area. Like every field, assimilation theory is dynamic and 

                                            
1 As opposed to a deductive approach, which takes what is already known or 

presumed and draws conclusions from what is known, working the evidence to fit the 

theory.  
2 Richard D. Alba and Victor Nee, Remaking the American Mainstream: Assimilation 
and Contemporary Immigration, (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 

10, and J. Milton Yinger, “Toward a theory of assimilation and dissimilation,” Ethnic 
and Racial Studies 4, (1981): 249, supply this interpretation of assimilation theory. 
3 Such adaptation does not just happen to migrants. It also happens when people 

experience changed life situations. This may include changes like becoming a parent, 

becoming financially destitute, having a serious illness, or moving into a nursing 

home. 
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challenges past models for inaccurately representing the reality for 

immigrants and their children.  

In the modern use of the theory, assimilation can be complete or 

variable.4 Complete assimilation is where distinguishable cultural 

groups become blended into one. Variable assimilation describes 

assimilation as it happens in various degrees in various aspects.5 The 

extent to which the subprocesses of assimilation occur is caused by 

variability in assimilation processes. Variable assimilation is what is 

most commonly witnessed in the immigration of ethnic groups today. 

The subprocesses involved in assimilation include: acculturation, 

integration, identification, amalgamation and dissimilation. The 

subprocesses work to varying degrees and influence the overall extent 

of assimilation.  

In the following pages, I describe the subprocesses of assimilation as 

they occur in the modern application of assimilation theory. I will then 

survey modern scholars who have successfully applied assimilation 

theory in the ancient context before providing a model of assimilation 

theory to suit this present study. 

 

2.1.1 Acculturation 

Acculturation, which is also known as cultural assimilation, happens 

when differing cultural groups come into regular contact with each 

other. This results in the changing cultural patterns of the groups. 

Constant saturation of cultural practices and traits, or selective 

adoption of cultural practices and traits, results in acculturation. 

                                            
4 Yinger, “Toward a theory of assimilation and dissimilation,” 249. On complete 

assimilation Yinger refers to studies by E. K. Francis, Interethnic Relations: An 
Essay in Sociological Theory, (New York: Elsevier, 1976, chapter 20), and G. E. 

Simpson, “Assimilation,” International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences Vol 1, 

(New York: Macmillan and the Free Press, 1968), 438-444. 
5 Yinger, “Toward a theory of assimilation and dissimilation,” 249. 
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Acculturation often occurs automatically as people adjust to their 

surroundings.  

Groups of people new to a society seek wider social connections when 

their own group cannot meet their needs or interests, exposing them to 

the effects of acculturation.6 Children of immigrants will look beyond 

their own group for social support more readily than their parents and 

grandparents. The things that are valued most among their own group 

determine which cultural elements groups and individuals assimilate 

and reject. Transformation of the cultural elements assimilated 

happens in this process.  

Mutual acculturation is a two-way process. It happens as groups take 

up cultural practices that are different from their own. Differences in 

size and power of groups determines the strength of mutual 

acculturation.7 So smaller groups are more likely to be acculturated by 

larger and the level of mutual acculturation is less.  

Graydon Snyder makes use of the term ‘inculturation’ to refer to the 

extent to which a minority group, such as Judaism or Christianity, 

influences and alters a dominant culture.8 In this interpretation the 

minority group takes the cultural elements of the mainstream and 

creates a new culture. The new culture expresses the intent of the 

minority group. In modern usage inculturation can refer to the way 

Christianity expresses itself to non-Christian cultures, and the way the 

non-Christian cultures influence and shape the Christian teaching to 

suit the culture.  

                                            
6 Herbert J. Gans, “Acculturation, assimilation and mobility,” Ethnic and Racial 
Studies 30/1 (2007): 154. 
7 The adoption of Indian food in England, and its place as a favourite take away is a 

contemporary example of acculturation of the mainstream by a smaller group. 
8 Graydon F. Snyder, “The Interaction of Jews with Non-Jews in Rome,” in Judaism 
and Christianity in First Century Rome, edited by Karl P. Donfried and Peter 

Richardson, (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William Eerdmans Publishing Company, 

1998), 69, 72-4. 
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Snyder also uses ‘enculturation’ to refer to the formation and 

enculturation of people into a new system.9  

Full acculturation happens when members of cultural groups can no 

longer be distinguished by culture.10 It is a powerful part of the 

processes of assimilation. Full acculturation does not mean that 

assimilation is complete, as acculturation is only one aspect of the 

assimilating processes.  

In acculturation processes, the components of a dominant culture are 

transferred with various speed and ease to smaller cultural groups. 

Elements of acculturation involve dress, language, decorative symbols, 

food, entertainment. These things do not necessarily affect the cultural 

or ethnic distinction of a minority group. The values of a new society 

are taken up more slowly by minority groups than other things, even 

as material culture is shared.11 The perceived place in a group to which 

a person may advance influences which values are adopted or rejected.  

Substitutive and additive elements can be distinguished within 

acculturation processes.12 Substitutive acculturation is where some 

elements of culture are replaced with new ones. Additive acculturation 

is where some elements of culture are added into the corpus of cultural 

practices, creating a more complex cultural base. In terms of religion, 

substitutive acculturation involves conversion, while additive 

acculturation involves adding new religious elements to a traditionally 

practiced religion.  

Acculturation involves people at a personal relationship level. It is to 

be distinguished from structural assimilation processes, in which 

                                            
9 Snyder, “The Interaction of Jews with Non-Jews in Rome,” 71. 
10 Yinger, “Toward a theory of assimilation and aissimilation,” 251. 
11 Yinger, “Toward a theory of assimilation and dissimilation,” 251. 
12 Yinger, “Toward a theory of assimilation and dissimilation,” 252. 
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people engage with the social, economic, political and legal institutions 

of a society.  

Acculturation happens as people and groups become involved in 

personal social network associations. This can include neighbourhoods, 

clubs and associations.13 People may be members of multiple groups. 

Associations related to occupations have a high level of acculturation, 

most likely because of the time people at work spend with each other. 

People then as now become friends at work and form relationships that 

continue after a working day, including marriage.  

The time a group has been living in an area affects the extent of 

acculturation. The results of modern assimilation theory shows that 

the more recent a group’s entry into the society, the more resistance 

there is to assimilation.14 On the other hand, the longer a group has 

been exposed to a society, the more likely it is to be thoroughly 

assimilated.15 This means that the children and grandchildren of 

immigrants will be more assimilated than the first generation. 

Intentional acculturation involves a new person intentionally creating 

the means of becoming integrated in the wider society, mostly for 

economic purposes. Acculturation which occurs through the saturation 

                                            
13 My parents were immigrants to South Australia from England in the 1960s. They 

lived in Elizabeth Downs, to the north of Adelaide, among a mixed group of other 

English immigrants and Australians from low socio-economic backgrounds who were 

housed in public housing units. The immigrant group soon formed their own club, the 

Northern Districts Residents Association, first in a temporary nissan hut, then in a 

brick built hall. The NDRA disbanded after some years as the immigrants became 

more connected socially to the wider community. Eventually the brick hall was used 

for other purposes until it was taken down some forty years later. 
14 Martin N. Marger, Race and Ethnic Relations: America and Global Perspectives, 
2nd edition, (Belmont, Calif: Wadsworth, 1991), 127, cited in Harland, Associations, 
Synagogues, and Congregations, 199. 
15 Lee Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity: Conflict or Confluence?, 
(Peabody, Massachusetts: Hendrickson Publishers, 1998), 26 refers to the importance 

of noting chronology in assessing the degree of Hellenisation, and that the longer a 

Jewish community was exposed to Hellenistic-Roman influence, the greater the 

mainstream influence.  
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of a new culture is unlike intentional acculturation, which is 

deliberate.  

In summary, acculturation in the modern context refers to members of 

minority groups taking up cultural customs and practices of the 

mainstream culture. Acculturation may be mutual and minority 

groups and the cultural mainstream enrich each other through 

sharing. In addition to cultural practices, acculturation may involve 

the transference of the values of a mainstream to a minority group. 

Full acculturation does not mean a group is assimilated. Acculturation 

is a transformational process of assimilation. 

 

2.1.2 Integration 

Integration is a process of structural assimilation. It involves persons 

from two or more cultural subgroups sharing interactions. These 

interactions can happen impersonally with economic and political 

institutions, and personally through friendships, neighbourhoods and 

marriage.16 Integration is not a psychological or biological process, 

although each interacts with the other and affects the overall 

variability of assimilation. Integration is the preferred term for 

assimilation in modern studies in Europe and England (over 

‘assimilation’ more broadly, which is current in the United States).17 It 

gives more prominence to the structural components of incorporation 

into a society than to the cultural components. 

There are group and individual aspects of integration. At an individual 

level integration means that persons from two or more cultural groups 

                                            
16 Yinger, “Toward a theory of assimilation and dissimilation,” 254. 
17 Jens Schneider and Maurice Crul, “New insights into assimilation and integration 

theory: Introduction to the special issue,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 33 (no. 7, 2010): 

1144. Assimilation in the American context refers to immigrants becoming ‘similar’ 

to the wider culture. This means becoming similar to what is considered mainstream. 

What defines ‘mainstream’ here is not given, and is likely to incorporate a wide range 

of diversity. 
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can be part of the same social groups and interact equally. Group 

integration means that two or more cultural groups have the same 

rights and public privileges, same access to economic and political 

advantages and share the same civic responsibilities as the wider 

society.18 As this process continues, there is equal access to the power 

and privilege associated with the various elements of public 

participation. The cultural groups are also recognised as distinctive 

within that society. Group integration does not imply the dissolution of 

interaction within personal networks and separate groups. 

Assimilation at this level cannot happen without the new cultural 

group being formally or informally accepted by the cultural groups 

already in place, and to which they may seek to be a part.19  

 

2.1.3 Identification 

Identification is a psychological subprocess of assimilation. 

Identification happens when people from separate groups come to 

think of themselves as belonging to the same society. This society is 

new, and is formed out of the societies of origin. Within the processes 

of identification people are assigned to insider and outsider groups.20  

The identification of a person with two cultural groups can lead to 

marginalisation of the person in relation to both groups. The 

experience of partial acculturation, integration and amalgamation 

causes the state of marginalisation of a person to more than one group. 

This is the experience of some indigenous people around the world 

today.21 

 

                                            
18 Yinger, “Toward a theory of assimilation and dissimilation,” 254. 
19 Gans, “Acculturation, assimilation and mobility,” 153. 
20 Yinger, “Toward a theory of assimilation and dissimilation,” 253. 
21 As Australian Aboriginal People. 
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2.1.4 Amalgamation 

Amalgamation is a biological process which is observed through 

intermarriage and gradually changing appearances. It is particularly 

noticeable in couples with markedly different skin colour from each 

other and their children. If amalgamation has happened, or is in the 

process of happening, the other processes of assimilation are more 

likely.  

Groups which are biologically distinct, which have not amalgamated 

and which can be identified by others by appearance or genealogy as 

distinct, are less likely to be affected by the psychological 

(identification), cultural (acculturation) or structural (integration) 

assimilation subprocesses.22  

 

2.1.5 Dissimilation 

The process of dissimilation is the opposite of assimilation. In this 

process differences between cultural groups are maintained and 

created. The renewal of certain groups is evidence of this process. 

Dissimilation is not necessarily a negative process. It is proactive, 

intended to elevate as unique the valued qualities of a cultural group. 

Some Australian Aboriginal People recover and preserve traditional 

cultural practices, including language, art and dance, by dissimilating 

from mainstream culture.  

The establishment of geographically defined ethnic enclaves are 

another example of dissimilation.23 A minority group bound tightly by 

ethnicity preserves cultural and ethnic distinctions by becoming 

introverted in an ethnic enclave. Modern examples may be found in 

sections of certain cities in which migrants or refugees first settle. 

                                            
22 Yinger, “Toward a theory of assimilation and dissimilation,” 255. 
23 Gans, “Acculturation, assimilation and mobility,” 160. 
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They are usually small and clearly recognisable.24 Residence and 

employment for members of the same ethnic background identify the 

enclave. Shops sell products imported from the country of origin.25 The 

language spoken is the also from the country of origin, along with 

dress style and other cultural practices. Another type of enclave is a 

ghetto. Sometimes a ghetto has negative connotations of economic and 

social poverty. Members may become socially isolated from the cultural 

mainstream and restricted in employment and social networking to 

their own group.  

 

2.2 Measurements of the extent of assimilation of minority cultural 

groups 

In modern contexts, the categories of ‘success’ measure the extent of 

assimilation of migrant and ethnic groups. Markers of economic and 

social success determine assimilation into the mainstream culture.26 

Success may be defined in modern terms by signs of economic means, 

social inclusion and activity, access to and achievement in educational 

institutions, political power and overall equality in society. Just as 

much as social and economic success of ethnic groups can be used as a 

measure of assimilation in the modern context, so the success of groups 

that resist assimilation must also be considered.  

In western countries where immigrants are in the process of 

assimilating, ‘mobility’ is a measurement of success, for either better or 

worse. Gans defines economic mobility as movement into higher or 

lower levels of wealth, education, employment status and standard of 

living; social mobility as the movement to a higher or lower class or 

                                            
24 An example is found in many modern cities which have a ‘China Town’ in which 

food and businesses expressing Chinese culture are found. 
25 Gans, “Acculturation, assimilation and mobility,” 160 says that successful ethnic 

enterprises must stay in the ethnically defined area in order to remain successful. 
26 What amounts to mainstream is highly flexible and incorporates a lot of cultural 

diversity in the modern world.  
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status position.27 It is not always clear whether success is a result of 

assimilation or if assimilation results from success.28 Assimilation can 

lead to a decline in economic success. This happens when assimilation 

relies on the ability of a person to attain employment.29 

Mobility may encourage acculturation and lead to assimilation. The 

process is two-way. Immigrants may choose to acculturate and 

assimilate into a certain social status and lifestyle that is mostly lived 

by non-immigrants. As people take on higher levels of employment 

there are obligations to participate in certain customs which lead to a 

degree of assimilation, at least in the workplace.  

Admission into social groups that are ‘closed,’ that is, they require 

screening before admission, can lead to social mobility.30 A modern 

example of a closed social group in which mobility can occur is the 

Freemason society. This social group requires tight screening prior to 

admission, and women may only be auxiliary members.  

Modern definitions of success, based on social and economic mobility, 

access to and representations in the structures of education, equal 

access to employment opportunities, are restricted by gender, rank and 

social status in the ancient world. Factors which assist mobility in the 

modern context, such as training for new employment positions with a 

view to gaining social and economic success, have limited relevance 

when applied to people born into a family heritage defined by a certain 

trade, and where movement through the social structure was difficult. 

                                            
27 Gans, “Acculturation, assimilation and mobility,” 154. 
28 Gans, “Acculturation, assimilation and mobility,” 152-164. Gans’ intention in this 

paper is to separate mobility from assimilation, and to identify which factors 

contribute to upward or downward movement on the scale of economic and social 

success, and whether this movement is the cause or result of assimilation. 
29 The examples in western countries of overqualified immigrants or refugees taking 

up employment well below their abilities are abundant. The reason is usually based 

in refusal of the host country to accept qualification from other countries, or the 

limitations imposed by visas. 
30 Gans, “Acculturation, assimilation and mobility,” 155. 
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Success can be measured in the ancient context by representation of 

minority group members in mainstream civic roles, in trade and 

business, in socio-religious associations, and in positions of political 

influence. The mobility of individuals from minority groups and the 

mobility of whole groups, may be traced through the evidence to create 

a picture of their overall place in the cultural environment.  

Indicators of success may be used to measure assimilation in the 

ancient world, but with awareness of the more rigid rank and social 

status structure which limited the mobility of certain groups of people. 

People of lower rank and status in the ancient world did not move as 

easily through the structures of society as might be possible for people 

of lower socio-economic backgrounds to move today. Gender also 

imposed limitations on the success and mobility of individuals. Women 

did not move as freely in society as men, especially if they belonged to 

families of lower social rank.  

There is also an uneven availability of evidence based on the means of 

people to leave memorials of their success. 

Modern definitions of success do not necessarily equate to the 

experience of ancient groups. Overall equality in society, which is a 

measure of the extent of success of minority groups in the modern 

context, is not a relevant marker of success in the ancient context. 

Equality in society is a modern western notion. In the ancient world, 

there were status divisions and gender bias toward males. I 

acknowledge that critique of the structures of ancient society and the 

dominant role of males, which limited the success of people of lower 

social position and of women, is a modern perspective. It nonetheless 

means that evidence for the success of women and lower social groups 

is less prominent. 

 



 

26 

 

2.3 The parameters of use and the limitations of assimilation theory in 

the ancient context 

Assimilation theory is a modern social science method designed for the 

study of migrant and ethnic groups encountering a mainstream culture 

different from their own. Assimilation theory looks for the adaptation 

of people to their environment. It works well in the context of Asia 

Minor because of the presence of many different cultural groups 

adapting to the common mainstream culture. However, there are 

limits to its usefulness in the ancient context. In this section,3 I outline 

parameters of use and the limitations of assimilation theory as it 

applies to the thesis question. 

I apply this method chronologically to the beginning of the first to the 

end of the third centuries CE. This is also known as the Roman 

imperial period in Asia Minor.31 Evidence from outside of these 

centuries will be used only if it further elucidates an issue being 

discussed.  

The geographical parameters of this study are contained to Asia 

Minor. Most evidence used in explicating this method is from western 

and southern Asia Minor, incorporating Phrygia, Lydia, Mysia, Karia, 

Lykia, and Pisidia. Outside of this geographical area other factors, 

such as the proximity of the Roman imperium, the uprising of groups, 

and influence of other non-mainstream cultural groups affected the 

social, political, economic, intellectual, and religious environment. 

Again, examples will be used from beyond the geographical parameters 

which give extra information and highlight an issue. 

The availability of evidence limits the use of assimilation theory in an 

ancient context.32 Most evidence from ancient context is likely to 

                                            
31 The Roman imperial period began with Augustus in 27 BCE and ended with the 

reforms of Diocletian in 284 CE. 
32 This is an issue for studies of the ancient world involving archaeology across 

multiple fields. 



 

27 

 

represent people of some economic means. By contrast, modern 

empirical evidence of assimilation practices drawn from immigration 

studies in developed western countries reflects data from a wide range 

of people from different cultural and ethnic groups with varying 

degrees of economic means. There is therefore, a significant base 

difference in using assimilation theory in modern compared to ancient 

contexts. Lack of available evidence from the ancient world, especially 

from all cultural groups, gender, rank and status may mean that it is 

not possible to draw conclusions about assimilation and acculturation 

for all groups of people.   

Only those with a certain amount of material wealth left memorials or 

had inscriptions carved about their achievements.33 Literature also 

reflects people of wealth and learning, those born into a lifestyle of 

privilege. Writing was expensive and the access to education for all 

groups of women was limited. The time and opportunity to learn to 

read and write was not available to all people.  

Related to material wealth is the social structure of the ancient world. 

This distinction from the modern context limits the inclusive use of 

assimilation theory as a method. Rank and status in society usually 

determined wealth availability. As most of the population were of 

limited wealth, there is a lack of material evidence for many people. 

Slaves were unlikely to have memorials made on their behalf.34 

Neither were people in lower socio-economic positions as likely to have 

memorials or leave behind an abundance of material evidence of their 

lives and practices.  

Status designation was a factor in how the processes of assimilation 

occurred. Wealthier groups could afford to travel, and through travel 

                                            
33 See discussion in Rick Strelan, “The Languages of the Lycus Valley,” in A. H. 

Cadwallader and M. Trainor, (eds.), Colossae in Space and Time: Linking to an 
Ancient City, (Göttingen/Oakville CT: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2011), 80-1. 
34 The exception of imperial slaves is discussed in Chapter Five. 
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be exposed to and acquire tastes and fashions, and accumulate 

material goods.35 These people also had the capacity to build, be 

benefactors of building, have elaborate tombstones and commission 

inscriptions. Status was linked to family. The family network one was 

born into usually determined the social standing of a person for life. 

However, there are occasional exceptions to the limitations set out in 

this section. 

Gender was another restricting factor in this period. Examples like 

Julia Severa from Akmonia who funded the building of the synagogue 

in the first century BCE,36 and Kapetolina from Tralles who funded 

building works in the synagogue,37 were a wealthy minority. Marriage 

and family membership affected the capacity of women to leave 

memorials of their achievements. Although many women were named 

in epigraphic memorials, at the same time, the names of many were 

not inscribed, particularly if they were without the economic means 

afforded by the social status into which they were born.  

In this study, the methodology of assimilation theory applied to 

cultural groups works in a fixed time frame and geographical location. 

I apply the methodology with awareness that evidence is mostly of 

people with some degree of material wealth, and of a rank, status and 

occupation that enabled material culture to be left behind. The 

evidence available from inscriptions provides the most useful 

information about assimilation, noting the parameters and limitations 

                                            
35 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 24. 
36 MAMA VI 264; IJO 168; IGR 4, 655. 
37 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 157; CIG 2924. 
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set out above.38 Evidence is shown through inscriptions of occupations, 

social practices and social involvements.39  

 

2.4 Modern scholarship using assimilation theory in the ancient 

context 

In this section, I survey modern scholars who have used assimilation 

theory in ancient contexts. These scholars have modified the theory to 

suit their area of study. I have identified two scholars who have used 

assimilation theory on ancient cultural groups. These are John 

Barclay40 and Philip Harland.41 I also mention Lee Levine, who applies 

the theory without the precise terminology.42 The most studies using 

assimilation theory-related methods in the ancient context involve 

Jewish groups. Jews were minority groups outside of Palestine. The 

evidence of dispersed Judaism lends itself to assimilation theory as a 

method of study because of the clear ethnic distinctions Jews displayed 

within the Hellenistic cultural mainstream.  

John Barclay’s study of Jews in the context of a Hellenised cultural 

mainstream has been the most influential work using a modified 

assimilation theory to suit the ancient world.43 Barclay’s study is 

concerned with dispersed Jews in Egypt, Cyrenaica, Syria, Rome and 

Asia. The scope of the work is between 323 BCE to 117 CE.44 

Assessment of assimilation of Jews in these areas makes up only one 

aspect of Barclay’s study. Of great importance is Barclay’s desire to 

                                            
38 A. J. Bij de Vaate and J. W. van Henten, “Jewish or Non-Jewish? Some Remarks 

on the Identification of Jewish Inscriptions from Asia Minor,” in Bibliotecha 
Orientalis 53 (1996): 17 cautions readers about the limitations of relying on non-

literary data, especially identifying the origin of an inscriptions due to lack of data 

connecting a text to a location, time or group. It is noted that many inscriptions 

studied in this thesis are removed from their provenance. 
39 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 99. 
40 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora. 
41 Philip A. Harland, Associations, Synagogues, and Congregations: Claiming a Place 
in Ancient Mediterranean Society, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003). 
42 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity. 
43 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora. 
44 Thus, the subtitle of the book, “From Alexander to Trajan.” 
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ensure: “respect and tolerance for minority ethnic groups, in the face of 

the complex problems created by modern social pluralism.”45 With this 

attitude he deals respectfully with the fact that the ethnic distinction 

of Jews throughout history has led to marginalisation and 

stereotypical characterisation. In this study, he affirms that Jews 

provide a case for the ongoing endurance of a minority group in a wider 

context. 

Barclay establishes that engagement of Jews with Hellenistic culture 

was measurable by kinds and degrees.46 Kinds of engagement, such as 

the intellectual pursuits of Hellenism, caused less issue among Jewish 

communities than the failure to circumcise.47 In his method, he looks 

for degrees of Hellenisation to assess levels of assimilation, 

acculturation and accommodation. This new category of 

accommodation refers to how acculturation is used. Barclay uses scales 

ranging from high to low in his assessment. 

Barclay distinguishes the categories of assimilation from 

acculturation, noting that there is no consensus in the use of language 

around these.48 In his study assimilation is congruent with social 

integration. This includes the social aspects of contact and interaction 

in a social setting, and social practices. It is to be distinguished from 

acculturation, which refers to the linguistic, educational and 

ideological aspects of culture. The two are related. Acculturation may 

lead to assimilation. For an ethnic minority, assimilation is a greater 

risk to loss of identity and distinction than acculturation. Barclay 

writes: “A minority group is far more threatened by assimilation than 

acculturation, since the former subverts the basis of its existence.”49  

                                            
45 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 14. 
46 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 90. 
47 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 91. 
48 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 92 and note 20. 
49 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 92. 
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Barclay assesses assimilation by measuring the degree to which Jews 

were integrated into, or stood apart from, the social interactions of the 

mainstream culture.50 The scale of assimilation ranges from 

abandonment of key Jewish social distinctions at one end to social life 

confined to the Jewish community at the other end. In between are 

gymnasium education, attendance at theatre and athletic events, and 

commercial employment with non-Jews.  

The assessment of acculturation is given another scale. Barclay 

narrowly defines acculturation by language and education on the scale, 

ranging from familiarity with Greek literature, rhetoric, philosophy 

and theology at one end, to no facility in Greek at the other end.51 

Acquaintance with common moral values is in the middle. 

The third category Barclay uses is accommodation. Barclay describes 

accommodation as the use of acculturation, how Jewish and Hellenistic 

cultural traditions were merged or polarised.52 He applies 

accommodation to another scale. An example of accommodation is the 

degree to which a Jew educated in Hellenistic traditions uses the 

education – either to uphold Judaism, to reinterpret Judaism, or to 

attack Judaism. The same education may be used either for or against 

Hellenism.  

Having established the three categories of assimilation, acculturation 

and accommodation and developed scales to establish the kinds, 

Barclay then assigns levels of assimilation ranging from high to low to 

these.53 He also adds the category of “unknown assimilation.” This 

recognises that some evidence does not fit the parameters of the 

theory. One group he places in the unknown category of assimilation is 

the “syncretistic worshippers of God ‘Hypsistos.’”54 My study in the 

                                            
50 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 93. 
51 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 95. 
52 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 96-7. 
53 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 99-100. 
54 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 333. 



 

32 

 

following chapters will present this group not as of unknown 

assimilation, but as being a distinct minority group emerging from the 

cultural mainstream with assimilating edges into Judaism.55 

Barclay’s model of assimilation theory differs from modern 

assimilation theory in the use of categories and assignation of 

quantitative levels. Modern assimilation theory makes use of the term 

‘variability’ rather than levels of high and low. Using variability as a 

term of assimilation recognises that assimilation happens at different 

rates in the different subprocesses. Variability is easier to measure 

when there is sufficient evidence such as is found in modern data. In 

the ancient context, there is significant lack of data, and where there is 

data it is unevenly spread and limited by the restrictions noted above. 

Barclay’s levels of assimilation from high to low are one way he has 

adapted the theory to suit the ancient context. 

Philip Harland is another scholar who has made use of a version of 

assimilation theory in his study of ancient Mediterranean cultural 

groups.56 In his chapter on comparing socio-religious groups Harland 

draws on insights of modern social science and anthropology to 

establish that groups were more likely integrated rather than 

separated in social relationships.57 His study attempts to dispel a 

traditional scholarly emphasis on the sectarian activities of Jewish 

groups based around a synagogue, and Christian groups as they 

appear from biblical texts. His results suggest positive interaction: 

“Insights from the social sciences regarding the complex processes of 

acculturation and assimilation among minority cultural groups, rather 

than sectarianism, may suggest more fruitful approaches to such 

issues of group-society relations.”58  

                                            
55 See Chapter Seven on the worshippers of Theos Hypsistos.  
56 Harland, Associations, Synagogues, and Congregations.  
57 Harland, Associations, Synagogues, and Congregations, 177. 
58 Harland, Associations, Synagogues, and Congregations, 178. 
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Harland does not only consider Jews in his study, as Barclay. Harland 

includes pagan associations and Christian assemblies, as well as 

Jewish synagogues. This is helpful for my study, which includes these 

three groups.  

In his assessment of assimilation, Harland notes the subprocesses of 

cultural assimilation, which he calls acculturation, and structural 

assimilation.59 Structural assimilation in modern studies is also 

referred to as integration. Harland presents acculturation as the 

selection, adoption and adaptation of the cultural aspects of language, 

dress, religion, beliefs, and values of a cultural group. He puts less 

emphasis on Greek education than Barclay. He names acculturation as 

selective and transformative. By this he means that some cultural 

aspects were taken up from the mainstream by minority groups whilst 

others were rejected, and that selected aspects may be transformed.60 

Harland builds on Yinger’s use of substitutive and additive 

acculturation in a modern context.61 Harland’s point is that 

substitutive and additive acculturation enable individual and group 

identity to be maintained. Harland also notes practices of 

dissimilation.  

Harland presents structural assimilation as a primary or secondary 

process.62 The primary process is found in the formal structures of 

society, such as gymnasium education. The secondary process is found 

in the informal levels of integration, such as workplace social groups. 

Harland considers acculturation and structural assimilation processes 

in the ancient context working in the interactions between diverse 

synagogues, congregations and the cultural mainstream.63 He 

acknowledges that Christian groups were not ethnically based like 

                                            
59 Harland, Associations, Synagogues, and Congregations, 196. 
60 Harland, Associations, Synagogues, and Congregations, 196. 
61 Yinger, “Towards a theory of assimilation and dissimilation,” 252. 
62 Harland, Associations, Synagogues, and Congregations, 196-7. 
63 Harland, Associations, Synagogues, and Congregations, 197. 
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Jewish groups. He agrees that assimilation can still be applied to 

Christian groups. He suggests that Christians were minority groups, 

and that they had: “a distinctive cultural complex (a specific 

configuration of various social and cultural factors, traits, values, and 

practices).”64 Some of this was related to the derivation of Christianity 

from Judaism. Some aspects of Jewish ethnic identification were 

shared with Christians.  

It is these shared ethnic based distinctions that enable Harland to use 

insights from acculturation particularly as a means of studying group 

relations with wider society.65 Like Snyder,66 Harland uses the term 

‘enculturation’ to refer to the selective process of a new group member 

taking on, rejecting or adapting cultural elements. Harland’s use of 

assimilation theory allows him to propose that there was a degree of 

agreement in values and practices between members of different 

cultural groups and those of the mainstream.67 

In another study, Harland connects acculturation and identity within a 

Jewish minority cultural group.68 Harland’s idea of identity is 

developed from social-psychological studies of social identity from a 

person’s perception of the self as a member of a group, and from 

anthropological studies of ethnic identity.69 In this study Harland uses 

the evidence of epitaphs from the well-preserved necropolis of 

Hierapolis in Asia Minor to assess the complex cultural identities and 

                                            
64 Harland, Associations, Synagogues, and Congregations, 197. Emphasis Harland’s. 
65 Harland, Associations, Synagogues, and Congregations, 198. 
66 Snyder, “The Interaction of Jews with Non-Jews in Rome,” 71. 
67 Harland, Associations, Synagogues, and Congregations, 199. 
68 Philip A. Harland, “Acculturation and Identity in the Diaspora: A Jewish Family 

and ‘Pagan’ Guilds at Hierapolis,” JJS 57/2 (2006): 222-44. On the value of the 

identity of groups, I later propose that assimilation theory would work well alongside 

social identity theory. Social identity theory is newly developing in studies of the 

ancient world, particularly biblical studies. 
69 Harland, “Acculturation and Identity,” 223 n. 5. 
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interactions between Jews in an urban environment with a Hellenistic 

cultural mainstream.70  

Harland evaluates the acculturating practices of the Jews of Hierapolis 

through the evidence of burial practices. He demonstrates 

acculturation and structural assimilation (integration) in the study. 

Harland explains these terms as he did in his previous work.71 He 

claims that the form and content of the Jewish epitaphs at Hierapolis 

reflect both acculturation and structural assimilation.72 The similarity 

of the form of the inscriptions to other non-Jewish graves is noted.73 A 

more formal integration is also evident in the inscriptions to other civic 

structures. These structures include the treasury, which was an 

institution integral to the city.74 The archives were another structural 

component of the city. Ten of the eighteen Jewish epitaphs from 

Hierapolis required a copy of the epitaph to be placed in the city 

archives.75 These connections imply a civic responsibility for the 

maintenance of graves, including those of minority groups such as 

Jews. It also shows that Jewish people were formally accepted as part 

of the culturally diverse makeup of Hierapolis.  

Harland’s adaptation of modern assimilation theory to suit the ancient 

context makes use of the terms acculturation, structural assimilation 

and dissimilation. His model does not establish levels of high and low 

to measure assimilation, as does Barclay’s approach. Harland uses 

assimilation categories to break down traditionally held views of 

sectarianism between Jewish and Christian groups. This enables him 

                                            
70 Harland, “Acculturation and Identity,” 224. Jewish burials are mostly located in 

the northern necropolis dating from the middle of the second to third centuries CE. 

They may be found in IHierapMir 1-21 (Elena Miranda, “La communità giudaica di 

Hierapolis di Frigia,” EA 31 (1999): 109-55 = SEG 49 (1999): 1814-36. 
71 Harland, Associations, Synagogues, and Congregations, 195-200. 
72 Harland, “Acculturation and Identity,” 240. 
73 This is also evident in Jewish graves from Akmonia. 
74 The imposition of fines payable to the treasury for tomb violators confirms this 

connection. Harland, “Acculturation and Identity,” 224 n. 11; IHierapMir 2, 4, 7, 8, 9, 

10a, 18, 19, 21. 
75 Harland, “Acculturation and Identity,” 240-1.  
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to present a more complex view of group relationships and social 

interactions. 

Lee Levine uses of a method of study which is similar to the framework 

of assimilation theory, but without assimilation terminology.76 His 

study is of Jewish groups set within a Hellenistic context. His 

approach in studying Judaism within the Hellenistic cultural 

mainstream reflects the theory behind assimilation. A minority group 

thrives when it adapts to mainstream culture through assimilation. 

Assimilation does not mean that minority groups disappeared, which 

Levine shows clearly through his study of the ongoing survival of 

Jewish people as ethnically distinctive groups. He writes: “Jews have 

not only become integrated into the wider society, but they have also 

brought many elements of the outside world into their homes, 

organizations, schools, and synagogues.”77 This statement reflects the 

effects of mutual acculturation. Jews contributed to society by taking 

employment and civic roles beyond their own cultural groups.78 They 

also drew cultural practices learned from the wider environment, such 

as art and architecture, into their own groups from that society.  

Levine also maintains that the outside influences did not affect the 

core religious distinction that identified them as Jews. He uses the 

example of architecture, decorative symbols, and other material 

culture to express his understanding of the adaptability and cultural 

resilience of Jewish people. Levine distinguishes the material from the 

religious aspects of Jewish culture.79 His understanding affirms that 

Jewish acculturation of mainstream influences such as art and 

architecture, did not compromise the religious identity of Jews. 

                                            
76 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity. 
77 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 3. 
78 See the case study below on the Jewish community in Akmonia for examples of 

Jews in important civic positions. 
79 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 23. 
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The processes of Hellenisation are described by Levine in terms that 

are congruent with assimilation theory.80 Whilst not naming 

assimilation as the process, Levine refers to the “heavy impact” of 

substantial aspects of Hellenistic culture being absorbed into Jewish 

society resulting in syncretism.81 Barclay calls this “high assimilation.” 

Levine’s description of Jewish efforts to assert values and interests 

against any mainstream conformity is the same as dissimilation.82 

Levine does use the term ‘assimilation’ in his assessment of the 

difference between Hellenisation and assimilation. In his 

understanding assimilation means the loss of Jewish national or 

religious identity.83 In a modern assimilation theory model this would 

be complete assimilation. As has been previously said, complete 

assimilation is rare in antiquity. It was only in much later centuries 

than those studied here that many Jewish communities disappeared. 

Complete assimilation may have caused the disappearance of some 

Jewish communities.  

The exception to this in the period studied here is Jewish slaves. These 

were numerous in the wake of the Jewish revolts against Rome. 

Jewish slaves were isolated either as family groups or individuals and 

would have had limited control over participation in Jewish cultural 

customs, being subject to the pagan traditions of the household in 

which they were placed. These customs included honouring of the 

household lares familiares and the daily salutatio.84 To what extent 

Jews who became freedpersons continued to observe the daily pagan 

officia on behalf of former masters or new patrons, rather than 

observing Jewish customs, is not known. 

                                            
80 See section below on ‘Establishing the cultural mainstream.’ 
81 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 22. 
82 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 27. 
83 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 28. 
84 Leonard Victor Rutgers, “Archaeological Evidence for the Interaction of Jews and 

Non-Jews in Late Antiquity,” AJA 96 (1992): 116. 
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There is one Jew, Caecilius from Calacte in Sicily, a former slave who 

was notably a Jew by birth, who became a well-respected writer on 

rhetoric in Rome and a specialist in the movement to recover Attic 

Greek in oratory.85 Caecilius was an exception, but nonetheless his 

situation teaches caution in the overuse of generalisations in applying 

assimilation theory.  

In summary, a limited number of modern scholars working in ancient 

contexts have used assimilation theory as a method of study. In each 

case, they have modified the theory to suit the area of study. 

Modifications reflect some of the significant differences between the 

modern and ancient worlds. Barclay and Harland have mostly used 

acculturation and integration (structural assimilation) as assimilation 

tools. This makes sense as these can be best discerned through the 

evidence. Harland approaches identification to a degree in his study of 

Jews in Hierapolis. There is least evidence in the ancient context for 

amalgamation. Dissimilation is variously referred to by modern 

scholars using assimilation theory. 

The strengths of assimilation theory expressed by modern scholars is 

in disproving traditional ideas of the segregation of minority groups 

such as Jews and Christians. Their use of assimilation theory shows 

that there was significant interconnection between minority groups (at 

least Jews, on which most of their studies are based), and the 

mainstream culture, and that their group distinction remained. This 

opens new possibilities for understanding minority groups as diverse 

in expression, strong in presence, and resilient in maintaining ethnic 

cultural distinctions.  

                                            
85 In the Souda under the reference KaikivlioV, a Sicilian is named who practiced 

oratory in Rome under Augustus, who was ajpo; douvlwn, from slaves, a Jew from 

birth, whose name was originally =ArcavgaqoV. Caecilius did not actively promote 

Judaism in his literary works, but this may only imply that he was not a proselyte. 

See Emil Schϋrer, The History of the Jewish People in the Age of Jesus Christ (175 
BC – AD 135), (Edinburgh: T & T Clark Ltd., 1986-87), 702. 
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These things make assimilation theory a fitting methodology to apply 

to this study in which I present the cultural environment as the place 

of interaction between cultural groups. I propose that assimilation 

theory will assist in making the case that a religious situation 

developed out of these interactions in which ideas of one highest god 

arose and flourished in minority groups and in their assimilating edges 

with the mainstream. 

 

2.5 Assimilation theory: the method used in this study 

“We are the Borg. Lower your shields and surrender your ships. We 

will add your biological and technical distinctiveness to our own. Your 

culture will adapt to service us. Resistance is futile.”86 

The alien Borg race in the Star Trek series is made up of a collective 

which assimilates other intelligent beings into itself. “You will be 

assimilated,” is a phrase preceding the act of taking another in the 

process of complete assimilation: biological, physical, technical, so that 

nothing distinctive of the individual or the race itself remains. The 

Borg assimilate multiple entire species and many more individuals in 

their relentless progress through the galaxy. The Borg are one of the 

most terrifying of the Star Trek aliens precisely because of their 

practice of complete assimilation. In this version of assimilation, the 

very essence of human distinction is removed. 

                                            
86 Star Trek VIII: First Contact, 1996. 
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Figure 1: Patrick Stewart starring as Captain Jean-Luc Picard assimilated into the 

Borg as Locutus. By picture from DS9: "Emissary", 

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?curid=13035666 

 

The above picture of Captain Picard reflects a deep and common 

human fear that what makes us unique can be taken away. Even if not 

the taking away of biological humanity, it is still a fear that is shared 

by new migrants and refugees entering a foreign country with an all-

encompassing mainstream cultural environment. The cultural 

distinctions of language, art, food, dress, values, religious beliefs, are 

the things that form groups of people into diverse representations of 

the human race. “You will be assimilated,” is a phrase which sets up a 

negative reaction, a desire ‘not to be the same.’ 

The word ‘assimilate’ or ‘assimilation’ from the point of individuals or 

small groups is frequently in popular usage a negative term, even 

when not applied to new or ethnic groups.87 Used of a minority group, 

‘assimilate’ means that a group is taken in and incorporated. 

‘Assimilation’ is: “the process whereby individuals or groups of 

                                            
87 I recently took part in a seminar on Anglican women’s ministry. The term 

‘assimilation’ was in that context seen as a point where identity and individuality 

were lost to a social conformity identified as oppressive. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?curid=13035666
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differing ethnic heritage, as migrant groups, or minority groups, 

acquire the basic attitudes, habits and mode of life of another all-

embracing national culture.”88 As a blanket definition the terms may 

be viewed negatively, especially when the incorporation of a smaller 

distinctive group into a larger group and the acquisition of new 

attitudes, habits and modes of life involve the loss of unique and 

precious human ways. In Australia, Aboriginal People suffered from a 

negative imposition of assimilation during the period of European 

colonisation and many qualities of their culture were threatened or 

lost. 

In developing this methodology, I acknowledge that assimilation is not 

always a positive process. Historical examples of the systematic 

oppression of minority ethnic and cultural groups make a strong 

disclaimer for positive processes of assimilation into a mainstream.  

However, in this study I present assimilation in an ancient context as 

a positive process with nuances of meaning. The positive process can 

be seen in the experience of rural dwelling indigenous pagan groups, 

urban Jews, and new Christian groups. These were minority groups 

existing within the mainstream cultural context of Hellenisation. The 

evidence of these groups strongly suggests they retained or developed 

group distinction in the period discussed even as they were actively 

involved in interaction with the cultural mainstream. Many minority 

groups are shown to be distinctive, successful, resilient, well 

incorporated in the formal and informal structures of society. 

Following the examples of Barclay and Harland, this version of 

assimilation theory will focus on the subprocesses of acculturation and 

integration, (cultural assimilation and structural assimilation). These 

subprocesses are most represented in inscriptional evidence. 

Dissimilation is also notable and will be used where the evidence 

                                            
88 The Macquarie Australian Dictionary definitions of ‘assimilate’ and ‘assimilation.’ 
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suggests. The subprocess of identification may be relevant especially to 

the emerging Christian groups.89 There is least evidence for 

amalgamation and I will only refer to it occasionally.  

I understand assimilation of minority groups in the cultural 

environment of Asia Minor to be variable, with a very few examples of 

complete assimilation.90 As the evidence is unevenly spread between 

geographical locations, social status and gender, I find it helpful to 

apply Barclay’s idea of ascribing levels of assimilation from high to 

low. I use a less defined scale than Barclay, and do not make use of the 

category of accommodation. The accumulation of factors contributing 

to acculturation and integration determines how I apply the scale of 

high to low. I measure assimilation against Hellenisation. 

In this study, I present acculturation as the cultural practices and 

customs distinct to a cultural group. Acculturation includes language, 

education, architecture, symbolic decoration, food and eating habits, 

some religious practices. I incorporate the inculturation and 

enculturation named by Snyder91 as mutual acculturation. I do not 

specifically apply the terms substitutive and additive to acculturation 

as Yinger’s modern method. I use integration as a process of structural 

assimilation. Integration includes the relationships between cultural 

groups and the structures of city and society. It also includes political 

relationships, employment, civic status positioning. I understand 

religion as both cultural and structural.  

The following scales are designed to reflect the use of assimilation 

theory in this study. This first scale reflects the value of assimilation. 

It incorporates the subprocesses of acculturation and integration, 

which are also represented on scales.   

                                            
89 Christian groups will be studied in Chapter Nine. 
90 See note 92 below on some rare Jewish examples of complete assimilation. 
91 Snyder, “Interaction of Jews with Non-Jews,” 69-74. 



 

43 

 

 

ASSIMILATION SCALE 
 

HELLENISATION  

 
HIGH ASSIMILATION      LOW ASSIMILATION 

  
Low value of ethnic distinction     Maintenance of ethnic  

and core group distinctions 

HELLENISATION 

The scale of assimilation is measured against cultural Hellenisation as 

a mainstream in which a minority group is placed. To the far left of the 

scale is where complete assimilation belongs. The subprocesses of 

assimilation, which appear in the following two scales are in this study 

mostly defined as acculturation and integration. The subprocesses do 

not equate with the level of assimilation.  

I have found Steven Bowman’s distinction between assimilation and 

acculturation useful:  

“Acculturation is the adoption of the majority language and dress and 

cultural peculiarities that do not violate the integrity of the minority 

tradition. Assimilation, on the other hand, is the acquisition of the 

majority culture to the exclusion of the minority identity.”92  

This clearly expressed distinction helps to keep in focus the fact that 

whilst many members of minority groups appeared thoroughly 

Hellenised, full or complete assimilation was rare. Where complete 

assimilation does occur, it is more likely to be on an individual level 

rather than group, at least for Jews.93 

                                            
92 Steven Bowman, “From Hellenization to Graecization: The Byzantine-Jewish 

Synthesis,” in Jewish Assimilation, Acculturation and Accommodation: Past 
Traditions, Current Issues and Future Prospects, edited by Menachem Mor 

(Lanham: University Press of America, 1992), 38. 
93 Prominent examples include the Jewish royal Berenice who became the consort of 

the emperor Titus (Tacitus Hist 2.2.1; Cassius Dio 66.15.3-4), and from Antioch in 

Syria in the first century CE, Antiochos, who served in the Roman army, accused his 

father who was a Jewish magistrate of plotting against the city. Under pressure from 

Roman charges of revolutionary action by the Jews, Antiochos renounced his Jewish 

heritage (Josephus Bell 7.47-53). See Chapter 4 section 9, 9.1. 
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In this method, the subprocesses of acculturation and integration are 

similarly measured against Hellenisation. 

 

Assimilation Subprocess 1 

ACCULTURATION 

 
HIGH/FULL ACCULTURATION                                        LOW ACCULTURATION 

 
Shared eating/social environment                               traditional symbolic and artistic decoration                  indigenous language 

imperial style dress/hair fashion                                 mainstream funerary habits/tomb styles                      distinctive religious dress 

Greek philosophical/rhetorical training        attendance at theatre/games                   new migrants 

 

Acculturation is only one process of assimilation. The complex 

interaction of cultural groups with each other and with the 

mainstream reflects the diversity of cultural groups and the variability 

of assimilation. Some acculturating practices resulted in maintenance 

of core group distinctions. An example is the use of indigenous 

language. Some acculturating practices increased the likelihood of at 

least some core group distinctions being released. An example is 

shared eating occasions with people outside of the minority group. 

Other acculturating practices give no indication of assimilation. An 

example is dress style or hair fashion. 

 

 

Assimilation Subprocess 2 

INTEGRATION 

HIGH INTEGRATION                 LOW INTEGRATION 

 
prominent civic position  employment in mainstream workplace                               socially introverted within  

participation in imperial cult  common business/trade interaction                  village/urban quarter 

Roman citizenship   religious association membership                                     rural temple staff 

mystery cult membership  synagogue attendance                   some slaves 
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The scale of integration is measured against the formal and informal 

structures of Hellenistic society. It includes social, economic and 

political structures. Levels of integration on their own, as 

acculturation, do not indicate levels of assimilation. 

Levels of both acculturation and integration are quantitative values. 

They are given noting the limitations already prescribed: limited 

evidence, fixed rank and status structure and related economic means, 

gender imbalance. Levels of acculturation and integration are 

separate, but related. High acculturation does not always mean high 

integration. A Hellenised member of an urban Jewish group may be 

proficient in Greek education, enjoy a shared eating and social 

environment beyond the minority group, but be fully integrated into 

the life of a synagogue community. This example shows high 

acculturation and medium integration with the Hellenistic 

mainstream. Alternatively, an indigenous language speaking Christian 

may be found in business dealings with a pagan Greek speaking 

merchant. This example shows low acculturation and medium 

integration. The least likely combinations are high acculturation and 

low integration,94 or low acculturation and high integration. 

The quantitative results of acculturation and integration may give 

insight into the degree of success that minority groups, as individual 

members and as whole groups, enjoyed in the cultural environment. 

Economic means and social inclusion may be discerned from the 

values, and an estimate of overall assimilation made. 

The following model (Fig. 2) is a visual description of assimilation 

theory as it is used in this study. The purpose of the model is to assess 

the opportunities for interactional engagement between minority 

cultural groups and the mainstream. It is intended to provide a 

                                            
94 Slaves may be an exception. Educated, Greek speaking slaves had less opportunity 

to be engaged with either the formal or informal structures of Hellenistic culture. 
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framework for understanding the cultural environment as a place of 

shared relationships between different cultural groups. The model 

assists in working with the evidence of monotheism and monotheistic 

tendencies in minority groups in Asia Minor.  

Observation of the practical experiences of day to day living may find 

more similarities than differences between ancient and modern 

situations, making assimilation theory a useful tool to analyse the 

wider environment in which these groups existed. 
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2.6 Establishing the cultural mainstream 

In Asia Minor between the first and third centuries CE the cultural 

mainstream was Hellenism. Barclay defines Hellenism as: “the 

common urban culture in the eastern Mediterranean, founded on the 

Greek language, typically expressed in certain political and 

educational institutions and largely maintained by the social élite.”95 

This definition is narrow. I expand on this by suggesting that 

Hellenism incorporates the factors of both acculturation: language, 

dress, food and eating habits, religion, architecture, symbolic 

decoration; and integration: social and political relationships, 

employment, civic roles. The scope of these factors implies that 

Hellenism was much greater than the political and educational 

institutions maintained by the small group Barclay describes as the 

“social élite.” Hellenism was an aspiration for many who did not belong 

to this group. 

Hellenism as a cultural concept does not have geographical 

boundaries.96 It developed over the centuries following Alexander’s 

movement through the Mediterranean. It was subject to modification 

as it met other cultures like the Egyptian, Persian and Roman. 

Hellenism also engaged with indigenous Anatolian religion. Whilst 

Hellenism was an urban phenomenon with limited penetration into 

rural areas,97 evidence of engagement beyond cities can be seen in the 

development of cults with merged Hellenistic and indigenous deities. 

Examples include Zeus Sabazios or Apollo Lairbenos. The merged 

deities incorporated features of both the Greek and the indigenous 

deity. Hellenism was tolerant of indigenous cultures and did not 

deliberately attempt to transform them. I find evidence of this is in the 

                                            
95 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 88.   
96 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 6. 
97 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 88. 



 

49 

 

ongoing presence of many local gods, strong, independent rural cult 

activity, and distinctive religious practices.98 

Whilst Hellenism provided scope for groups which did not share the 

same background, such as the indigenous Anatolian groups, for others 

it was an aspiration to which they responded. Its trends in material 

culture and social activity were appealing to people in places where 

news and commerce met. The cultural engagement of Hellenism 

created the concept of Hellenisation.99 I prefer to use the term 

Hellenisation to Hellenism in this study. Hellenisation more fully 

describes the changing, adaptive and ongoing cultural processes that 

contributed to the mainstream environment. It is a more suitable 

description of the cultural environment for this study. 

Hellenistic culture is made up of social, religious, political, linguistic, 

educational, ideological, and material aspects.100 These can be related 

to both the acculturation and integration subprocesses of assimilation. 

Assessment of Hellenisation contributes to understanding the degree 

of assimilation of a minority cultural group. In this study, I seek to 

assess the extent of Hellenisation of minority Jewish, indigenous 

pagan, and Christian groups with a view to evaluating the assimilation 

of these groups through the inscriptional legacy. These groups are 

distinguished from the mainstream culture by practices and customs 

which appear distinct from Hellenisation. 

Hellenisation does not represent opposition to the cultural expressions 

of minority groups. Diversity within Hellenisation is witnessed in the 

evidence of multiple cultural groups. This results in varied rates and 

extents of assimilation of such groups. 

                                            
98 Discussion of indigenous religious practices will follow in Chapters Four and Five. 
99 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 88-9. 
100 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 89-90. 
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In summary, in this study I understand Hellenisation as the cultural 

processes of Hellenism. Hellenisation was mostly found in urban 

contexts. It was primarily expressed through the Greek language. For 

minority groups, it implied a high degree of Graeco-Roman 

acculturation and integration, without presuming assimilation. 

Hellenisation represents the cultural mainstream of Asia Minor in the 

first three centuries CE. It is the matrix against which degrees of 

assimilation of minority groups may be measured. 

 

2.7 The situations in Asia Minor in which assimilation theory may be 

applied 

When individuals and groups of people are confronted with changed 

conditions to which they must adapt to live and function then 

assimilation theory applies. In the modern world assimilation theory is 

designed to study the processes of adaptation of migrant and ethnic 

groups to a new culture and society. In Asia Minor in the first three 

centuries CE assimilation theory can be applied to the minority groups 

identified in this study: indigenous rural dwelling pagans, Jews and 

Christians. 

Not including proselytism and conversion, Jewish people were distinct 

through a common ethnic cultural heritage. Beyond the ancestral 

homelands and within a Hellenistic cultural mainstream, they were 

distinct groups identified as such through distinct practices. Christian 

groups either emerged from a pagan background, or they derived from 

Judaism, or were influenced by Judaism.101 Assimilation theory can be 

used of Christian groups because like Jews, they formed a culturally 

distinct group, with behaviours and values which were different from 

the mainstream. 

                                            
101 In Chapter Nine I suggest that some pagans joined Christian groups because of 

involvement with monotheistic pagan cults, such as those devoted to Theos 

Hypsistos.  
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The purpose of ascertaining the degree of assimilation of groups is to 

draw conclusions about the level of interaction between different 

minority groups and the cultural mainstream. The extent of 

interaction forms the basis upon which an assessment of the cultural 

environment can be made. From this assessment, I draw conclusions 

about the viability of my claim that the cultural environment forms a 

matrix for expressions of a highest god which emerged from different 

minority groups. 

 

2.8 Case study: a Jewish community in Akmonia 

Of the known Jewish communities in Asia Minor, Akmonia makes an 

appropriate choice for a case study because it is neither unusually 

prominent, such as Jewish communities in Sardis,102 or smaller, as at 

Priene.103 Much of the evidence of Jews in Akmonia is from the second 

and third centuries CE. Paul Trebilco’s thorough study of Jewish 

communities in Asia Minor, and Johan Strubbe’s detailed analysis of 

curse formulae on epitaphs have provided a base of evidence which I 

have drawn from in this section.104 

                                            
102 The large synagogue complex discovered at Sardis indicates that a substantial 

Jewish community resided in Sardis. Archaeological investigation of the Sardis 

synagogue has been reported since the 1950s. See A. R. Seager and A. T. Kraabel, 

“The Synagogue and the Jewish Community,” in Sardis from Prehistoric to Roman 
Times, Results of the Archaeological Exploration of Sardis 1958-1975, edited by G. M. 

A, Hanfmann (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983): 168-90. 
103 The synagogue building at Priene was smaller than that at Sardis, as reported 

first by German archaeologists T. Wiegand and H. Schrader, Priene. Ergebnisse der 
Ausgrabungen und Untersuchungen in den Jahren 1895-1898, Königliche Museen zu 

Berlin, (Berlin: Georg Reimer, 1904). However, the Priene synagogue site was not 

fully excavated until 2009-11. See Nadin Burkhardt and Mark Wilson, “The Late 

Antique Synagogue in Priene: Its History, Architecture, and Context, Gephyra 10 

(2013): 166-96. This report suggests that in its first phase of use as a synagogue, the 

Priene building could hold between 93-125 people, Burkhardt and Wilson, 181-2, and 

182, that the Priene Jewish community was small. 
104 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 58-84; Johan H. M. Strubbe, “Curses 

against Violation of the Grave in Jewish Epitaphs of Asia Minor,” in Studies in Early 
Jewish Epigraphy, edited by Jan Willem van Henten and Pieter Willem van der 

Horst, (Leiden: Brill, 1994), 73-83. 
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Akmonia was an important trade and commerce centre in Phrygia in 

Asia Minor. It’s location on a main road running between the cities of 

Dorylaion and Philadelphia contributed to its success in trade and 

commerce. Akmonia held military significance due to its location.105 It 

was an active and prosperous city which minted its own coins by the 

first century BCE.106 Evidence of priests of the imperial cult in 

Akmonia indicates Roman governing authority in the city.107 It may be 

inferred from Josephus that Jews were settled there in the relocation 

of Zeuxis in 205 BCE, although there is no direct evidence for this.108 If 

such a settlement began around then, it would indicate that Jewish 

presence in the city was well-established by the imperial era. 

A notable civic person in Akmonia sympathetic to the Jews was Julia 

Severa. She was patron of the synagogue built in the first century CE. 

A significant inscription recording repairs to the synagogue at 

Akmonia names Julia Severa as founding patron, Loukios son of 

Loukios and Publius Tyrronios Klados as leaders of the synagogue, 

Popilios Zotikos as archon.109 These last three contributed to the 

restoration work: 

to;n kataskeuasqev(n)ta o(i[)kon uJpo; | =IoulivaV SeouhvraV P. 
TurrwvnioV Klav|doV oJ dia; bivou ajrcisunavgwgoV kai; | LouvkioV 
Loukivou ajrcisunavgwgoV |  kai; PopivlioV Zwtiko;V a[rcwn 
ejpe|skeuvasan e[k te tw:n ijdivwn kai; tw:n sun| kataqemevnwn kai; 
e[grayan tou;V toiv|couV kai; th;n ojrofh;n kai; ejpoihvsan |  th;n 
tw:n qurivdwn ajsfavleian kai; to;n |  (lu)po;n pavnta kovsmon, ou{stinaV 
ka(i;) |  hJ sunagwgh; ejteivmhsen o{plw/ ejpicuv|sw/ diav te th;n ejnavreton 
aujtw:n d(i)avq(e|sin kai; th;n pro;V th;n sunagwgh;n eu[noiavn | te kai; 
s(pou)dhvn110 

                                            
105 Josephus Antiquities 12.147. 
106 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 58. 
107 See discussion below on Julia Severa who was ajrcievreia of the imperial cult. 
108 Josephus Antiquities 12.147-53. Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 58 

also comments. 
109 See discussion on the relationship between these figures and the Jewish hierarchy 

in Ameling, “Die jüdischen Gemeinden im antiken Kleinasien,” 50-51. 
110 MAMA VI 264; IJO 168; IGR 4.655.  
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This building was fully equipped by Julia Severa; Publius 

Tyrronios Klados, leader of the synagogue for life and Loukios 

son of Loukios, leader of the synagogue, and Poplios Zotikos, 

archon, restored it out of their own means and with funds 

deposited they donated the paintings for the walls and ceiling 

made firm the windows and made all the remaining decoration, 

and the synagogue honoured them with a gold plated shield 

because of their virtuous disposition and both their kindness 

and zeal toward the synagogue. 

The inscription still notes Julia’s founding beneficence years later 

when the repairs were recorded, indicating her importance in the 

city.111 Julia would have been a woman of wealth and position. Her 

family was influential in Asia Minor.112 Julia’s son Lucius Servenius 

Cornutus was a senator under Nero and legatus to the proconsul of 

Asia in about 73 CE. Senatorial membership required both wealth and 

aristocratic lineage. Julia’s relative Gaius Iulius Severus was consul. 

Julia herself was high priest of the imperial cult, holding office for at 

least three terms in the reign of Nero. She was also ajgwnoqevth, 

president or judge of the games.113  

Julia’s office as high priest of the imperial cult makes it unlikely she 

was a Jew herself, despite her contribution to the synagogue. She is 

nonetheless benevolent to the cause of the Jewish community and the 

Jewish leadership had no issue in receiving the gift, despite her 

involvement in a pagan cult. As Trebilco says, the beneficence of 

                                            
111 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 59 suggests a date for this 

inscription between the 80s and 90s of the first century CE. 
112 According to Harland, Associations, Synagogues, and Congregations, 140, Julia’s 

family were: “descendants of Galatian and Attalid royalty who entered into imperial 

service as equestrians and then senators by the late first century.”  
113 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 59; William Ramsay, The Cities and 
Bishoprics of Phrygia, 2 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1897) 639; B. V. Head, Catalogue 
of the Greek Coins of Phrygia, (London: British Museum, 1906), xxii 6, 9-11; H. S. 

von Aulock, Sylloge Nummorum Graecorum, Deutchsland, Sammlung von Aulock, 
Heft 18, (Berlin: Mann, 1968) no 8311; MAMA VI 263.1-9: hJ gerousiva ejteiv|mhsen 
=Ioulivan Gai&vou qu|gatevra Seouvh|ran, ajrcievreian ka(i;) | ajgwnoqevtin tou: | suvnpantoV 
tw:n | (q)ew:n Sebastw:n | (oi[)kou – the council of elders honoured Julia Severa 

daughter of Gaius, high priest and agonothete of the whole household of the divine 
augustus. 
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pagans of means towards Jews was not unique.114 The willingness of 

culturally mainstream pagans of means to provide generously to the 

Jewish people is an example of well-established social contacts, of 

friendships made, and the mutual respect that is the result of 

acculturation and integration.  

Whilst the synagogue at Akmonia was unlikely to have been as 

elaborate as that built at the later Sardis,115 it was nonetheless a 

prominent building within the city scape.116 The Julia Severa 

inscription notes wall and ceiling paintings, ornamentation, window 

reinforcement, probable column capitals, and the gift of a gilded shield 

to those paying for the repairs. The wealth of the two leaders of the 

synagogue named, Publius and Loukios, and the archon Popilios, is 

evident in the substantial gifts they made. It is to be presumed that 

these three were Jews. Ameling notes that elevation of people to 

official positions in the Jewish hierarchy required financial gratitude 

on the part of those acquiring office.117 

The names of the Jewish benefactors of the building upgrade and the 

gift of the gilded shield is evidence of integration of Jewish citizens 

into mainstream Hellenistic customs.118 Julia Severa as prominent 

citizen of Akmonia and as founding patron of the synagogue, elevated 

                                            
114 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 59. 
115 The synagogue at Sardis is variously dated from the late third century CE to the 

sixth century CE. Marianne Palmer Bonz, “Differing Approaches to Religious 

Benefaction: The Late Third-Century Acquisition of the Sardis Synagogue,” HTR 
86/2 (1993): 139-54, and at 152 summarising that declining economic conditions 

meant part of the bath-gymnasium complex was acquired from the city by the Jewish 

community in Sardis. Helga Botermann, “Die Synagoge von Sardes: Eine Synagoge 

aus dem 4. Jahrhundert?” ZNW 81 (1990): 103-21 argues for a date in the fourth 

century, while Marcus Rautman, “Daniel at Sardis,” BASOR 358 (2010): 53, suggests 

the late fourth to fifth centuries, and Jodi Magness, “The Date of the Sardis 

Synagogue in Light of the Numismatic Evidence,” AJA 109 (2005): 457, prefers as 

late as the sixth century, based in coin finds. 
116 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 59 accepts that the date of the Julia 

inscription marks the synagogue at Akmonia the earliest in Asia Minor. 
117 Ameling, “Die jüdischen Gemeinden im antiken Kleinasien,” 41. 
118 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 60. 
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the civic position of the synagogue and of its Jewish members by her 

patronage.  

 

2.8.1 Tomb protection and the calling down of curses 

Further evidence of Jewish presence in Akmonia is found in epitaphs 

which attempted to prevent violation of tombs. In Asia Minor, there 

was a widespread practice of tomb protection between pagans, Jews 

and Christians.119 The commonality of the practice across cultural 

groups and the identical formulae used makes it difficult to determine 

if a curse was Jewish or non-Jewish.120 Curses called down the god 

whose name would be offended by the violation. As the examples set 

out below show, in the case of Jewish tombs reference is sometimes 

made to the threats of the Jewish god against human violators of the 

covenant found in the Book of Deuteronomy. The custom of tomb 

protection was adapted in these cases to be acceptable to the religious 

distinctiveness of the Jewish people. It is an example of selective 

acculturation, where a certain custom is deemed to be useful to the 

aspirations of the community, and has been appropriately adapted.  

The tomb protection inscriptions would frequently require a fine to be 

paid to either an heir, the municipality, or a religious association 

which protected the tomb.121 Curse and fine formulae are uncommon in 

Jewish inscriptions outside of Asia Minor.122 This may mean only that 

                                            
119 Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 70. On this practice see also, J. 

H. M. Strubbe, ARAI EPITUMBIOI: Imprecations Against Desecrators of the Grave in 

the Greek Epitaphs of Asia Minor. A Catalogue, IGSK 52 (Bonn: Habelt, 1997). 
120 Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 70. 
121 For example, IJO 172.18-20 for the formula: ei[ tiV de; ejpicirhvsh/ ajnu:xai, qhvsi ijV to; 
tami:on prostivmou * f’ - if anyone [tries] to open it, they will put into the treasury a 

further penalty of 500 denarii. 
122 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 60-61 cites notable absence of these 

formulae at Beth Shearim, Palestine, Syria and Europe. Strubbe, “Curses Against 

Violation of the Grave,” 126-7 catalogue no. 14 cites an example of a curse inscription 

found in the Jewish cemetery of the vigna Randanini at Rome (now in Museo 
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grave violation occurred more frequently in Asia than elsewhere. It 

also indicates that Jews there were open to the acculturating 

influences of the surrounding culture. From Strubbe’s catalogue of 

fourteen examples of Jewish curse epitaphs, eight are from 

Akmonia.123 

Grave violation usually meant the interring of another corpse within 

the grave. It could also mean damage to the memorial, including the 

erasure of the inscription.124 It is not the same as desecration by 

vandalism that we might associate with grave violation today. The 

need to issue protective warnings of the sort indicated by the evidence 

suggests that the cost of burial was significant. There were obviously 

people who were not able to afford the process for their loved ones who 

resorted to interment in an already established tomb.125 The 

prominence of funerary associations which provided a type of 

insurance for the proper processes of dealing with the dead supports 

the proposal that burial costs were prohibitively high for some 

people.126  

In Akmonia the Deuteronomy references suggest Jewish tombs,127 

although Strubbe suggests that the availability of the Septuagint to 

both Jews and Christians means that references to Deuteronomy may 

                                            
Nazionale Romano inv. No. 72932). Strubbe posits that this is the grave of a 

Phrygian Jew. 
123 Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 111-124; catalogue nos. 5-12. 
124 Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 71. 
125 Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 71 suggests that all the offences 

of violation were undertaken by the poor and destitute. 
126 From Akmonia an association known as hJ geitosuvnh tw:n prwtopuleitw:n, the 

neighbourhood of the first gate, is charged with maintaining a grave. Trebilco, 

Jewish Communities is Asia Minor, 79 suggests this group was a burial society or 

association. Text in William Ramsay, The Cities and Bishoprics of Phrygia, Vol. 1 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1897), 562-4, nos. 455-7; IJO 171. 
127 MAMA VI 335a; IJO 173; L. Robert, Hellenica. Recueil d’épigraphie de 
numismatique et d’antiquités grecques, 10, (Paris: Librairie d’Amérique et d’Orient, 

1955), 249. Lines 15-17 of the inscription read: e[stai aujtw:/ aiJ ajrai; | hJ gegrammevnai ejn 
tw:/ Deutero| nomivw/ - the curses which have been written in Deuteronomy will be upon 

that one. 



 

57 

 

well be Christian.128 These curses may be read in Deuteronomy 

chapters 27-28. They are comprehensive and unpleasant. Anyone 

familiar with the text would be sufficiently warned. The curses 

contained in Deuteronomy are directly related to the giving of the 

covenant. In the corpus of Phrygian curse inscriptions, to which those 

in Akmonia belong, it is not always clear that the curse is related to 

the breaking of the covenant, but rather simply to the violation of a 

grave. Deuteronomy 28.32, 36 refer to expulsion from the land, which 

was a reality for the people for whom the texts were composed. 

Trebilco’s understanding is that the Jews would have been obedient to 

god in the present time because restoration is implied and the curses 

will transfer to the enemy (Deut 30.1).129  

The inscriptional evidence of Jewish people in Akmonia shows that the 

people were successful and integrated into the wider Hellenistic city. 

Jews in Akmonia became settled residents of their land and it became 

home for children and future generations. Assimilation theory testifies 

to the settling of people over the years, and in most circumstances the 

result is satisfactory for both the new group and the majority culture, 

even when assimilation is only variably achieved. The sting of 

dispossession for the Jews in Akmonia and the desire for restoration 

might be less of an issue than Trebilco states, and not as extreme as 

“the present destruction” as he refers to it.130  

The following tomb protection curse from an inscription from Akmonia 

reads: 

                                            
128 Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 89. Strubbe, 90 after 

considering the evidence however, concludes that the Deuteronomy inscriptions were 

probably Jewish. See also discussion in Bij de Vaate and van Henten, “Jewish or 

Non-Jewish,” 20-21. 
129 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 66-7. 
130 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 66. 
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e[stai de; | ejpikatavratoV oJ tuou:|toV ke; o{sai ajrai; ejn tw: | 
Deuteronomivw/ eijsi;n ge|grammevnai aujtw/: te ke; | tekvnoiV ke; ejggovnoiV 
ke; | panti; tw/: gevnei aujtou: gevnointo131  

This man will be yet more cursed and as many curses as are 

written in Deuteronomy be upon him and upon his children and 

descendants and upon all his generation.  

The specific curse and restoration from Deuteronomy is found at 

30.7.132 The formula is found again in an inscription honouring 

Aurelios Phrougianos: 

eij de; tiV meta; to; teqh:nai | aujtou;V eij tiV qavyei e{teron | nekro;n h] 
ajdikhvsei lovgw/ | ajgorasivaV, e[stai aujtw/: aiJ ajrai; | hJ gegrammevnai 
ejn tw:/ Deutero|nomivw/133 
and if anyone after interring them will bury another corpse or 

will do wrong with a word purchased the curses which have 

been written in Deuteronomy will be upon that one 

The use of the formula referring to Deuteronomy became such a 

common practice that some deemed it unnecessary to write that the 

curses came from that source. An altar with an inscription depicting 

this phenomenon reads: 

  Main face of altar 

=Egevneto e[touV tkh v. T. Fl. =AlevxandroV zw:n eJautw/: kai; Gaianh:/ 
gunaiki; to; mnhmei:on kataskeuvasen mnhvmhV cavrin, bouleuvsaV, 
a[rxaV, zhvsaV kalw:V, mhdevna loiphvsaV` meta; de; teqh:nai ejme; to;n 
=Alevxandron kai; th;n suvnbion mou Gaianhvn, ei[ tiV ajnuvxh/ to; mnhmi:on, 
e[sontai aujtw:/ katavrai o{se ajngegrammevnai ijsin eijV o{rasin kai; ijV 
o{lon to; sw:ma aujtw:/ kai; eijV tevkna kai; eijV bivon` ei[ tiV de; ejpicirhvsh/ 
ajnu:xai, qhvsi ijV to; tami:on prostivmou * f’ 

On three other faces of the altar 

Eijrhnarciva. Seitwniva. – Boularciva. =Agoranomiva. --134  
It happened in the year 328135 Titus Flavius Alexandros in his 

own lifetime prepared a tomb for himself and his wife Gaiana for 

                                            
131 MAMA VI 335 lines 14-20; IJO 174; Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 
62; Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 117-18; catalogue no. 8. 
132 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 67. 
133 MAMA VI 335a lines 12-17; IJO 173. 
134 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 62; IJO 172; Robert, Hellenica. 
Recueil d’épigraphie de numismatique et d’antiquités grecques, 10, 253. 
135 243-4 CE. 
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the favour of a memorial, he having been a councillor, archon, 

having lived well, done nobody ill. When we have died, me 

Alexandros and my spouse Gaiana, if anyone opens the tomb, 

there will be upon him curses as many as have been written, 

upon his sight, and his whole body and his children and his life; 

if anyone [tries] to open it, they will put into the treasury a 

further penalty of 500 denarii. 

Warden of the peace, corn purchaser. Chief of the council – clerk 

of the market. Chief magistrate – corn purchaser. 

The content of the curses from the Book of Deuteronomy must have 

been well enough known that mere mention of ‘what has been written’ 

was sufficient warning to potential trespassers.136 It also implies that 

there was wide exposure and respect for Jewish tradition that the 

curses were believed to be effective against non-Jews in Akmonia who 

might be thinking of tomb violation against a Jewish grave.  

 

2.8.2 Jewish civic involvement 

The person who commissioned the above inscription, Titus Flavius 

Alexandros, was a person of some note in Akmonia. He had served on 

the council (bouleuvsaV), and as archon (a[rxaV). An archon was a general 

name for a member of a magisterial board.137 Several other titles 

appear on the three other faces of the altar on which this inscription is 

engraved: eijrhnarciva, warden of the peace; seitwniva, corn purchaser 

(mentioned on two different faces); boularciva, chief of the council; 

ajgoranomiva, clerk of the market; strathgiva, chief magistrate. These 

positions required personal wealth and status. According to Ameling, 

officials were chosen to represent the Jewish community based on 

                                            
136 Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 100 alerts us to the fact that as 

many of those who committed grave violation were poor and destitute, they were 

unlikely to be literate. He suggests that it was nonetheless common knowledge that 

grave violation was wrong. He assumes that the curses say more about those who 

wrote them rather than those who read them. 
137 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 214 n. 26. 
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social status. This meant sometimes women, minors, and even non-

Jews were elevated to these positions.138 Office holders were expected 

to provide from their own means should a period of economic difficulty 

come upon the city. Pressure on the corn purchaser would be to reduce 

the cost of the grain to below cost price to assist the poor when times 

were lean. The importance of Titus’ role as corn purchaser is 

emphasised by the repetition of seitwniva. 

Serving on the council was reserved for those who held property, 

meaning it was a position only the wealthy could acquire. It was 

usually a position elected for life and the role was frequently inherited. 

This implies that the chief of the council, the bouvlarcoV, held 

significant power. The chief was entitled to call meetings, lead 

negotiations and supervise the carrying out of council decisions. 

Trebilco describes this position as “near the pinnacle of civic 

government.”139 

The warden of the peace, the eijrhnavrchV, was also a position of 

significant responsibility, ensuring order and public discipline was 

maintained. The position also involved managing public morals and 

monitoring and suppressing serious crime in the city. The governor 

selected the person for this role from a list of ten leading citizens 

recommended by the council.  

The Alexandros inscription must be dated after the emperors Severus 

and Caracalla (193-217 CE) allowed Jews to hold civic office.140 This 

permission allowed Jews to abstain from acts which compromised their 

religious distinction.141 If official permission given to Jews included 

                                            
138 Walter Ameling, “Die jϋdischen Gemeinden im antiken Kleinasien,” in Jϋdische 
Gemeinden und Organisationsformen von der Antike bis zur Gegenwart, edited by R. 

Jutte and A. P. Kustermann, (Vienna: Bohlau, 1996), 41. 
139 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor., 64. 
140 Ameling, “Die jüdischen Gemeinden im antiken Kleinasien,” 53 says that it was 

the urgent need to fill civic roles with people of means which encouraged this 

imperial permission giving.  
141 Diogenes Laertius 3.2.3. 
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flexibility around acts such as participation in pagan sacrifice and 

carrying out duties on the Sabbath, it indicates that many Jews were 

highly regarded.142 As the name, Titus Flavius Alexandros indicates, 

Roman citizenship for this Jewish man’s family came from the era of 

Vespasian or Titus (69-81 CE). His family had held citizenship for over 

150 years.143  

Jewish people appear from the evidence to be well regarded within 

Akmonia and integrated into the civic and political structures. The 

Alexandros inscription, and that of the prominent Jew Aurelios 

Phrougianos,144 who was also clerk of the market, corn purchaser, 

overseer of all magistracies and public liturgy duties, and chief 

magistrate,145 both with respected positions and significant social 

status, attest to this. From the inscriptional evidence of prominent 

citizens, it is reasonable to assume that other Jews were active in the 

city. These two inscriptions are comparatively late (mid third century 

CE) but the citizenship dating of the Alexandros family indicates that 

their rank and status had been around since the Flavian period (69-96 

CE).  

If Jews were not allowed to withdraw from activities which might 

cause conflict with their religious beliefs until the reigns of Severus 

and Caracalla, the question of degree of involvement of prominent 

Jewish citizens in the wider civic and social life, including public pagan 

religious ceremonies, before that time must be asked. Did some make 

                                            
142 But see Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 104 who says that the 

funerary maledictions especially of Akmonia, Nikomedeia and Apameia show no 

evidence that pagans had knowledge of or respected Jewish tradition, writings or 

god. He then goes on to immediately qualify the Alexandros inscription as an 

example of good relations between Jews and Greeks. See also Bij de Vaate and van 

Henten, “Jewish or Non-Jewish,” 21 who suggest that Alexandros was either a pagan 

or god-fearer. 
143 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 64-65. 
144 MAMA VI 335a; IJO 173. 
145 MAMA VI 335a; IJO 173 Face B lines 1-8: ajgoranomiva | seitwneiva | parafulakeiva 

| pavsaV ajrca;V | kai; leitourgiv|aV televsaV kai; | strathghvsan|ta – clerk of the market, 

corn purchaser, guard of all magistracies and discharges of liturgy duties and having 
been chief magistrate. 
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concessions to pagan customs to further their own and their family’s 

role in the city, to become socially and economically mobile, to achieve 

success? The two important civic people discussed above, Aurelios 

Phrougianos and Titus Flavius Alexandros, are to be dated after 

Severus and Caracalla. Even then, Sheppard questions how Jews were 

so successful in public life when their contact with pagan society was 

meant to be limited by rabbinic rules.146 Permission for Jews to hold 

public office is not mentioned in the Mishnah.147 However, the degree 

to which Jews in Asia Minor followed rabbinic guidelines is virtually 

impossible to discern. Anna Collar suggests that rabbinic guidelines 

did influence Jewish reforms in the west, but her survey provides 

limited evidence for adherence of rabbinic rules in Asia.148 Collar’s 

assessment of a new flourishing of Jewish ethnicity in the second and 

third centuries is based on her assumption that rabbinic influence 

increased following the lifting of the fiscus Iudaicus. Again, there is 

little evidence of this in the eastern empire.149 

The support given toward the Jewish community by pagans with 

official civic and political standing, such as Julia Severa in the first 

century, suggests respect toward the Jewish community, increasing 

the likelihood that official involvement of Jews did not compromise 

core group religious distinctions even before the third century.  

                                            
146 A. R. R. Sheppard, “Jews, Christians and Heretics in Acmonia and Eumeneia,” AS 
29 (1979): 169-70. 
147 The section of the Mishnah referring to contact with non-Jews, or idolaters, is the 

Abodah Zarah. 
148 See Anna Collar, Religious Networks in the Roman Empire: The Spread of New 
Ideas, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), Chapter Four, “The Jewish 

Diaspora in the west: the rabbinic reforms, ethnicity and the (re?)activation of 

Jewish identity.” 
149 Ameling, “Die jüdischen Gemeinden im antiken Kleinasien,” 43-44 suggests that 

it was from the imposition of the fiscus Iudaicus that the Jewish communities began 

to be identified as a distinct religion. 
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It seems Jews, pagans, and probably Christians,150 shared some burial 

practices.151 In Akmonia it is likely that Jews and pagans buried their 

dead along the same road leading from the city, even if they had their 

own section.152 The engraved altar of Aurelios Phrougianos from the 

third century CE is of a pagan style. It is the latest of five extant, 

comparable engraved altars, suggesting that Jews in civic office as well 

as influential pagans who moved in the same social and political 

spheres, favoured the pagan style.153 It might also indicate that there 

were limited choices available for funerary monuments.154 These were 

elaborate and expensive monuments, clearly not the luxury of ordinary 

citizens. A pagan who served on the council, Aurelios Basileus 

Olunpos, chose a similar monument.155 For Aurelios Phrougianos a 

statement of his success is implied in his choice of monument. It is also 

an indication of at least moderate acculturation. 

 

2.8.3 Curses on the tevkna tevknwn 

Another type of curse formula found at Akmonia invites the curse to be 

upon the tevkna tevknwn, the children’s children of the offender. The 

following example is inscribed upon a door stone with six decorated 

panels: 

=Ammiva Eujtuvcou (K)alimavcw ajndri; kai; eJauth/: |ejk th:V ijdivaV proiko;V 
to; mnh|mei:on kataskeuvasen` ajra; de; |  e[stai eijV tevkna tevknwn 

                                            
150 Mitchell, Anatolia 1, 189 refers to Christians who used curse formulae on tombs. 

See also discussion in Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 71 and 

throughout. 
151 Ameling, “Die jüdischen Gemeinden im antiken Kleinasien,” 52. 
152 Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 101. 
153 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 68. 
154 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 5 proposes that Jews were 

dependent on the mainstream for their material culture. It was only later, after the 

third century CE that Jews began to develop their own artistic styles. I discuss this 

as part of my assessment of Jewish ethnic distinction in urban communities in 

Chapter Four. 
155 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 68. 
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e{te|ron mh; teqh:nai h] to;n uJiovn mo(u) | Eujtuvchn kai; gunai:ka 
auj(t)ou:156  

Ammia, daughter of Eutyches prepared the memorial for her 

husband Kalimachos and herself out of her own dowry; the curse 

will be upon the children’s children should another be buried 

except my son Eutyches and his wife. 

Eight such inscriptions have been discovered in Phrygia, in the region 

of Akmonia, mostly from the second and third centuries CE.157 Strubbe 

thinks the general meaning of the term is that the offender and 

descendants will be punished for violating a grave.158 Strubbe and 

Trebilco differ in identifying the religious origin of the tevkna tevknwn 

curse.159 Bij de Vaate and van Henten are dubious that there is 

sufficient evidence to equate the curses with Jewish origin.160 Trebilco 

follows the line of scholars such as Ramsay, Frey and Kraabel in 

identifying the curse as Jewish.161 Strubbe argues against the Jewish 

origin of the curse on the basis that it is not a specification founded in 

Exodus 34 as Trebilco presents, but rather an extension of typical 

pagan curses beyond the offender.162 Strubbe suggests that the regular 

Greek uses of the tevkna tevknwn formula is behind the texts Trebilco 

cites as Jewish.163 He concludes that from the selection of these curses 

any close connection between Jews and pagans cannot be established, 

as Trebilco says.164 Strubbe presents a convincing case, however I 

                                            
156 MAMA VI 287; CIG Vol. 3, 1094; CIG 763. Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia 
Minor, 69. 
157 Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 74-6. 
158 Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 79. 
159 Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 73-83; Trebilco, Jewish 
Communities in Asia Minor, 69-74.  
160 Bij de Vaate and van Henten, “Jewish or Non-Jewish,” 22. 
161 Ramsay, Cities and Bishoprics I; A. T. Kraabel, Judaism in Western Asia Minor 
under the Roman Empire, (Harvard: Cambridge Mass., 1968), 82-86; Frey, CIJ II. 
Strubbe points readers to a compilation of references of similar scholarship in M. 

Waelkens, Die kleinasiatischen Tϋrsteine. Typologische und epigraphische 
Untersuchungen der kleinasiatischen Grabreliefs mit Scheintϋr, (Mainz am Rhein, 

1986), 166 to no. 411. 
162 Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 80-81. See also Bij de Vaate and 

van Henten, “Jewish or Non-Jewish,” 22-23. 
163 Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 81. 
164 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 73. 
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think he has understated the strength of relationship between Jews 

and pagans in Akmonia at least, as can be discerned through the 

patronising of the synagogue by Julia Severa and the influence of 

several leading Jewish citizens discussed in this section.165 

An example of a pagan inscription containing the curse is found near 

Akmonia, but Trebilco considers this is likely to be an imitation of the 

Jewish inscriptions.166 Whether an imitation of Jewish use of the curse 

or as Strubbe suggests, a common pagan funerary malediction, the 

inscription nonetheless shows the belief that the curse formula would 

work was widespread and not limited to any specific group. It may be 

an example of selective and mutual acculturating practices between 

Jews and mainstream pagans. 

The widely known meaning of the curse is shown in some instances 

when the threat is not fully expressed:  

ti;V de; kakw:V poivsei tauvth/ th:/ gounth/:, e{xei tevkna tevknwn ajravn167  

and if someone should act badly upon this grave, he shall have 

the curse children’s children.  

These examples do not expressly state that ‘the curse shall be upon the 

children’s children.’ Trebilco suggests that the word gouvnth is found 

only in Akmonia, and may be of Phrygian origin. If so, it shows the 

influence of indigenous religious practices and the persistence of 

indigenous vocabulary.168 The word gouvnth refers to the grave, or part 

of the grave.169 An inscription from Oinoanda in Lykia contains a curse 

                                            
165 Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 83. 
166 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 71. 
167 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 70; J. Keil and A. von Premerstein, 

Bericht über eine zweite Reise in Lydien, DAW philosophische-historische Klasse 

Band 54.2, (Vienna: Alfred Hölder, 1911) 137 no 255; CIG 767 (incomplete). 
168 See study on indigenous languages in Chapter Four section 4.4. 
169 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 215, note 49. Trebilco cites W. 

Ramsay, The Bearing of Recent Discoveries on the Trustworthiness of the New 
Testament, (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1914b) 369 note 2, and MAMA VI 101. I 

cannot source the word in any lexicon. 
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on the tevkna tevknwn.170 The invocation to qeoi:V pa:sin kai; pavsaiV, all 

gods, male and female, to carry out the curse indicates this is a pagan 

text. The similarity in formula of the inscription relates the text to 

Akmonia. It suggests that the usage spread to other places, and that 

religious boundaries were no barrier to its application. 

The phrase tevkna tevknwn is found in the context of cursing in the Book 

of Exodus (Ex 34.6-7),171 and elsewhere a similar expression toi:V 

tevknoiV tw:n tevknwn is found,172 but it seems the particular usage of 

tevkna tevknwn is for cursing. The handing down of curses through 

generations has a precedent in the ancient Greek literary tradition.173 

When unfortunate Thyestes mistakenly ate the flesh of his children, 

deceitfully served to him at a banquet, a curse on the house Atreus was 

instigated, through his children and children’s children, and so on, 

until Orestes purged the curse.174  

Inscriptional imprecations on the violators of graves are related to the 

confession inscriptions of Lydia and Phrygia.175 Both grave 

imprecations and confession texts were composed with the expectation 

that god will administer justice on an offender. In the practice of public 

confession, the offender set up a stele with a public inscription 

recording the offence and punishment. People understood that the god 

administering justice required this process. The vision of a god with 

awesome power overwhelming mortals is a perspective in Asia Minor 

common to both curse formulae on tombs and confession inscriptions. I 

                                            
170 eJtevrw/ de; mhde|ni; ejxo;n ei\nai ejpise||nevnke ptw:ma h] e[s|tai ejpavratoV qeoi:V | pa:sin kai; 
pavsaiV | tevkna tevknwn – It is not permitted for anyone else to bring into the grave a 

corpse or else that one will be cursed by all the gods, male and female, unto the 
children’s children. Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 78; R. 

Heberdey and E. Kalinka, Bericht über zwei Reisen im südwestlichen Kleinasien, 
DAW, philosophische-historische Klasse Band 45.1, (Vienna: Carl Gerolds Sohn, 

1896) no. 74; Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 217 n. 68.  
171 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 71. 
172 LXX Ex 10.2; Jos 22.24; Joel 1.3; Prov 17.6. 
173 Which supports Strubbe’s assessment that the curse tevkna tevknwn has its origins 

in Greek pagan tradition. 
174 Aischylos’ trilogy, Agamemnon, Libation Bearers, Eumenides. 
175 Discussed at length in Chapter Five. 
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later discuss that this view of the power of the gods in Asia Minor 

produced an attitude of humility associated with the tendency toward 

monotheism.176 

 

2.8.4 Further biblical cursing 

Jews in dispersed communities following the destruction of the Jewish 

temple in 70 CE, who could no longer speak the Hebrew of their 

ancestry, relied on the Septuagint for understanding the Hebrew 

Scriptures.177 The spoken and written language had become Greek for 

these communities.178 Evidence of Jewish presence in Akmonia is 

found in further curse inscriptions reflecting material from the 

Septuagint beyond the Book of Deuteronomy. The ajra:V drevpanon, sickle 

of curse, is found in the Septuagint, at Zechariah 5.1-5.179 Bij de Vaate 

and van Henten, in addition to Strubbe, caution against Trebilco’s 

assessment of the sickle curse as Jewish because of the Jewish 

familiarity with the Septuagint. Strubbe reminds readers that the 

Septuagint was both a Jewish and a Christian book.180 Bij de Vaate 

and van Henten note the echo of the curse in the Book of Revelation.181 

From this they say that the curses may be both Christian and 

Jewish.182 

In the Zechariah passage the prophet sees a vision of a flying sickle.183 

The angel interprets the sickle as the means of delivering a curse 

                                            
176 See Chapter Six. 
177 Ameling, “Die jüdischen Gemeinden im antiken Kleinasien,” 42. 
178 During the second century CE however, the Greek version of scriptures translated 

by Aquila and Theodotion was available to many Jews, Trebilco, Jewish 
Communities in Asia Minor, 75. 
179 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 75.  
180 Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 87, which Trebilco himself also 

admits. 
181 Bij de Vaate and van Henten, 19 referring to Rev 14.16: kai; e[balen oJ kaqhvmenoV ejpi; 
th:V nefevlhV to; drevpanon aujtou: ejpi; th;n gh:n kai; ejqerivqh hJ gh: - and the one sitting on 

the cloud threw the sickle upon the earth and the earth was harvested. 
182 Bij de Vaate and van Henten, “Jewish or Non-Jewish,” 24. 
183 In the Masoretic Text, the prophet sees the curse written upon a flying scroll. 
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which will go out into the earth and come upon thieves and those who 

swear falsely using the Lord’s name, bringing death. It will also enter 

the houses of these ones and destroy them. The curse in Zechariah and 

the curses on the tombs refer to theft.184  

The sickle, as a weapon of god’s anger, is found in epitaphs. Again, it is 

in the context of tomb violation. Side B of an inscription reads:  

(ei[ tivV ti)na qavyeto, (ceiri;) doliv(a) lavboit(o ajpr)osdovkhton 
oJ(poi:)on kai; oJ ajdelfo;V a(ujt)w:n =AmevrimnoV` eja;n dev tiV aujtw:n mh; 
fobhqh: touvtwn tw:n k(a)tarw:n, to; ajra:V drevpanon eijsevlqoi(to) eijV 
ta;V oijkhvsiV aujtw:n kai; mhdivnan ejnk(a)taleivyeto185  

[if someone] buried someone else, may he receive a treacherous 

hand of the unexpected kind their brother Amerimnos 

(received); and if ever someone of them is not afraid of these 

imprecations, may the sickle of the curse enter into their houses 

and leave no one behind. 

Side A of the inscription was done while Amerimnos was alive, side B 

after he was murdered.186 The strong threat contained in this text 

likely reflects the extent of influence of the Jewish tradition.187 The 

murder of Amerimnos was well known enough for the crime to form 

part of a curse formula. 

A second such inscription invites the intervention of Theos Hypsistos, 

the highest god. The title Theos Hypsistos names a deity worshipped 

by pagans and only sometimes used as a name by Jews for the Jewish 

god, even more rarely as a Christian term. The evidence of Jews 

naming god as Theos Hypsistos declined as it increased among pagan 

usage.188 This tendency over time by Jews indicates a desire to draw 

back and preserve the core group distinctive of the worship of only 

                                            
184 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 75. 
185 IJO 175; Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 74; MAMA VI 316; 

Ramsay, Cities and Bishoprics 2, 565 nos 465-466. 
186 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 217 n. 69; Strubbe, “Curses Against 

Violation of the Grave,” 114. 
187 Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 88 believes the text is Jewish. 
188 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 143-4. 
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their god. (See Fig. 1 centre of diagram, the place of core group 

distinction.)  

(eja;n dev tiV e{teron sw:ma eijsenevgkh/, e[s)tai aujtw:/ pro;V to;n qeo;n to;n 
u{yiston, kai; to; ajra:V drevpanon eijV to;n u|kon aujtou: (eijsevlqoito kai; 
mhdevnan ejnkataleivyaito)189  

[and if ever someone brings in a body] to that one will be before 

the highest god, and may the sickle of curse enter into his house 

and may it leave no one behind.  

The inclusion of the ajra:V drevpanon increases the possibility that this is 

a Jewish inscription.190 If this is the case, it shows that there was a 

corresponding terminology toward the highest god between both 

pagans and Jews. Naming of the highest god in the same terms 

provides evidence of acculturating practices between Jews and pagans. 

It also shows that within the space of acculturation between groups 

there was exchange of ideas and language referring to god. (See Fig. 2, 

yellow circle – acculturating space) Pagan followers of Theos Hypsistos 

were not always exclusively monotheistic.191 Followers moved in and 

out of the cultural mainstream. The exchange and interaction between 

Jews and pagans who acknowledged a highest god indicates that 

assimilation processes contributed to a cultural environment which 

supported expressions of a highest god between cultural groups.  

 

2.8.5 The rosalia 

The rosalia was a Roman custom of annually adorning a grave with 

roses. It is found across the Greek and Roman world. Italian settlers in 

                                            
189 IJO 176; Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 74; Ramsay, Cities and 
Bishoprics 2, 652 no. 563.  
190 But see discussion in Paul Trebilco, “The Christian and Jewish Eumeneian 

Formula,” in Negotiating Diaspora: Jewish Strategies in the Roman Empire, Library 

of Second Temple Studies 45, J. M. G. Barclay ed., (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 

Press, 2004), 71-2, who determines that the inscription may be from either Jewish or 

Christian provenance. 
191 Evidence for Theos Hypsistos is discussed fully in Chapter Seven. 
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Asia Minor practised the rosalia in their burials in addition to 

incorporating local customs such as curse formulae in epitaphs.192 

Evidence of the rosalia is found on a grave of a Jewish woman in 

Akmonia,193 and a pagan grave.194 This is a further example from 

Akmonia of acculturation between Jews and pagans around burial 

practices. In the pagan example from the first century CE the archons 

of the city and secretary of the council were required to provide roses 

to the value of twelve denarii for the tomb of a certain Praxias, who 

had made a bequest. There was to be a grave banquet and distribution 

of money to certain people. The gods Theos Sebastos, Zeus Stodmenos, 

Asklepios Saviour and Artemis of Ephesos were invoked as overseers, 

witnesses and guards.195  

In the Jewish case from the third century CE Aurelius Aristeas 

dedicated a portion of land to the Neighbourhood of the First Gate, a 

burial association, along with gardening implements, in return for the 

adorning of roses upon the tomb of his wife Aurelia. Here, the justice of 

god is invoked, e[stai aujtoi:V pro;V th;n dikaiosuvnhn tou: qeou:. This would 

have been more acceptable to the Jewish faith than an invocation to 

the pagan gods, as in the above pagan example.196  

Face A (=Aur. =A)ristevaV (=Apol)| lwnivou hjgovra|sen ajrgo;n tovpon | 

para; Mavrkou Maq|ou: phv(cewn) i΄ ejpi; i΄ e[tei. 
 Aurelius Aristeas son of Apollonios purchased untilled 

land from Markos Mathos ten cubits by ten cubits. 

 

(added in a later hand) 

                                            
192 Mitchell, Anatolia 1, 189. 
193 IJO 171; Ramsay, Cities and Bishoprics 2, 562-4 nos. 455-7 
194 B. Laum, Stiftungen in der griechischen und römischen Antike. Ein Beitrag zur 
antiken Kulturgeschichte, Reprint 1964, (Aalen: Scientia, 2 no 173, 1914); F. 
Cumont, Catalogue des sculptures et inscriptions antiques (monuments lapidaires) 
des musées royaux du cinquantenaire, (Brussels: Vromant, 1913) 155. Cited in 

Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 81.  
195 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 220 n. 108 cites this text from B. 

Laum, Stiftungen in der griechischen und römischen Antike. Ein Beitrag zur antiken 
Kultureschichte, Vol. 2 Reprint 1964, (Aalen: Scientia, 1914), no. 173, and Vol. 1, 86. 
196 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 81. 



 

71 

 

Kataskeuvasan ta; tevk|na aujtou: =Alevxan|droV kai; 
Kallivstra|(t)oV mhtri; kai; patri; | m. c. 
His children Alexandros and Kallistratos prepared the 

tomb for their father and mother. 

 

Face B uJposcovmenoV th:/ | geitosuvnh/ tw:n pr(w|t)opuleitw:n 
a[rm(e)|na dikv(l)la(ta) | duvo k(at)a; ma:(na) | kai; aj(gwro;)n 
ojru)k)|tovn, e[dwken | ejf= w|/ kata; e[toV rJ(o)|divswsin th;n 
suvmb(i)|ovn mou Aujrhlivan. 

 Holding it for the neighbourhood of the first gate he gave 

monthly tools of two pronged hoes and digging 

implements, upon condition they adorn with roses each 

year (the grave of) my wife Aurelia  

Face C (eja;n de; mh; ejqevlwsin) rJodivsai kata; e[toV | (e[s)tai aujtoi:V 
pro;(V | th;)n dikaiosuv(n|hn) tou: qeou:.197 

 If ever they do not mean to adorn (the grave) with roses 

each year they will reckon with the justice of god. 

The rosalia is a ceremony of remembrance of the dead. Its usage was 

not restricted to one religious group or another. For Jews and 

Christians, the practice indicates moderate acculturation with the 

mainstream, as other common burial practices and trends. The Italian 

origin of the rosalia indicates some of the cultural influence of 

Romanisation in Asia.198 

According to the Jewish inscription, if this ceremony was not 

performed someone would have to ‘reckon with the justice of god.’199 

Despite the presence in the New Testament of the phrase, hJ dikaiosuvnh 

tou: qeou,: the justice of god, Trebilco in his study of Jewish 

communities suggests that this is a Jewish usage of the phrase, not 

specifically Christian.200 Trebilco relies on Robert’s assessment of the 

                                            
197 IJO 171; Ramsay, Cities and Bishoprics 2, 662-4 nos. 455-7. 
198 The impact of Romanisation on the cultural mainstream of Asia Minor is 

discussed in Chapter Four. 
199 (e[s)tai aujtoi:V pro;(V th;)n dikaiosuv(nhn) tou: qeou:. 
200 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 79. Ramsay, Cities and Bishoprics 2, 
565 says Aristeas was Christian and that the bequest was left to a Christian benefit 

and burial society.  
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Christian phrase with this same intention known as the ‘Eumeneian 

formula’ – e[stai aujtw:/ pro;V to;n qeovn, he will have to reckon with god.201 

The phrase the ‘Eumeneian formula’ is given from the large number of 

inscriptions found in the region of Eumeneia, Apameia, Hierapolis, 

Sebaste and the entire Upper Tembris Valley.202 However, in a 

subsequent publication Trebilco revises his assessment of the 

Eumeneian formula and states that it is both Christian and Jewish.203  

From Trebilco’s assessment, there is only one Christian inscription 

from Akmonia.204  This is disputed by Bij de Vaate and van Henten, 

who as indicated above, do not think the origin of inscriptions Trebilco 

has named Jewish as being conclusive.205 

A final inscription from Akmonia is a small mutilated text.206 

Underneath the text is carved a Jewish menorah.207 It is reasonable to 

presume from the presence of this symbol that one or more Jewish 

people made a gift to the city of an object, or some money for 

construction. It is a further example of the integration of the Jewish 

community in Akmonia with the city. 

 

2.8.6 Summing up evidence of Jewish assimilation in Akmonia 

                                            
201 L. Robert, Hellenica. Recueil d’épigraphie de numismatique et d’antiquités 
grecques, Vols 11-12, (Paris: Librairie d’Amérique et d’Orient, 1960b), 409-412. On 

the Eumeneian formula, see also W. M. Calder, “The Eumeneian Formula,” in 

Anatolian Studies presented to W. H. Buckler, (Manchester: 1939), 15. 
202 MAMA VII 37-38 on the distribution of the formula. 
203 Trebilco, “Christian and Jewish Eumeneian Formula,” 66-88. 
204 MAMA VI 336; Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 218 n. 85 (that is, 

before Constantine). 
205 Bij de Vaate and van Henten, “Jewish or Non-Jewish,” 19. 
206 IJO 169; Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 81; Ramsay, Cities and 
Bishoprics 2, 651 no. 561: uJpe;r eujch:(V) pavsh th:/ patrivdi – on behalf of a prayer for the 

whole country. Trebilco thinks the word patrivV here could mean Jewish community 

at Akmonia, or more likely the city itself. 
207 Bij de Vaate and van Henten, “Jewish or Non-Jewish,” 17 n. 8 on the simple 

equation of the presence of a menorah indicating a Jewish inscription. 
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Evidence of Jewish community activity in Akmonia is mostly 

inscriptional and mostly dates from the second and third centuries CE. 

The evidence indicates a vibrant Jewish community, well integrated 

into the city, and at least as the available evidence assembled by 

Trebilco suggests, moderately acculturated into the Hellenistic 

mainstream. I assess variable degrees of assimilation of Jews in 

Akmonia into the Hellenistic mainstream. There is maintenance of 

ethnic distinction, in addition to high integration and moderate to high 

acculturation. Mutual acculturation, where influential Jews have 

adopted pagan burial styles, and where pagans have taken up Jewish 

practices, is also notable. 

The patronage of the synagogue by the wealthy Julia Severa, who was 

a member of an influential family, suggests that the Jewish 

community held a respected place within the city. The important Julia 

Severa inscription refers to renovations to the building. It indicates the 

synagogue was a significant building within the city. Julia’s inscription 

provides evidence of material and social prosperity within the Jewish 

community. Two inscriptions attest to Jews holding prominent civic 

positions. This suggests respect of Jewish people by the city, and 

affirms that provision was made for exemption from pagan religious 

practices which interfered with core group distinctive values.  

The extravagant tomb styles of prominent Jews reflect current pagan 

trends. They are an indicator of high upward mobility and the success 

of wealthy Jews within the city. Tomb styles and other symbolic 

decoration reflect degrees of acculturation. Moderate acculturation is 

indicated for Jews able to afford these tombs. There is no available 

evidence for less wealthy Jews in Akmonia.  

Jewish people took up the Anatolian practice of writing curse formulae 

to prevent tomb violation. The inclusion of specific biblical references 

indicates Jewish group distinction in the city. These biblical references 
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were widely enough known that they were sometimes included in 

pagan burials.  

 

2.9 Conclusions 

In this chapter, I have set out the methodology used in this thesis. This 

method is based in a version of assimilation theory adapted to suit the 

ancient context of Asia Minor in the first three imperial centuries. The 

method may be applied to minority groups to assess their assimilation 

into mainstream Hellenistic culture. The model used in this study 

shows that there were spaces of interaction between a minority group 

and the mainstream. In these spaces acculturation happened. 

Practices identified as acculturating involved the cultural aspects of a 

group which were distinctive from the mainstream. They included 

food, dress, language, social group membership, recreational activities 

and burial practices. In the same spaces integration of minority group 

individuals and whole groups took place. The integration of minority 

groups related to the structural processes of people as they engaged 

within their society. They included civic position, status within a wider 

community, membership in closed groups and engagement with civic 

services.  

An assessment of the data of the acculturation and integration of 

minority groups gives indication of their mobility and success. From 

this, an estimate of the degree of assimilation may be made. The 

purpose of discerning the assimilation of a minority cultural group 

against the mainstream is to test if the interaction of groups that is the 

result of assimilation created a cultural environment that enabled the 

sharing of ideas and customs. In this thesis, I will determine if the 

sharing of ideas and customs extended to religion. Did the cultural 

environment that emerged from the assimilation of multiple groups 

provide a matrix for common expressions of a highest god?  
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In this chapter, the Jewish community of Akmonia provided a case to 

test the theory. An assessment of the assimilation of Jews in Akmonia 

made from the evidence assembled by Trebilco and Strubbe suggests 

that there was moderate acculturation of Jews and high integration. 

Noting the limitations of the evidence to those Jews of high civil 

standing, there was sharing of funerary practices and tomb styles 

between Jews and pagans. Jews were respected in the city and 

relationships were well established with high ranking families. The 

respect of the Jewish community by the city likely extends to toleration 

of the religious practices which made Jews distinct from mainstream 

pagans. Roman citizenship included these prominent Jews. 

The case for the assimilation of Jews in Akmonia gives insight into a 

vibrant, diverse cultural environment which is representative of the 

milieux of Asia Minor in the first to the third centuries. It establishes a 

degree of assimilation which enabled full functioning of the Jewish 

community in the city as a distinct yet well respected group. The 

results of this case study suggest that the mutual sharing of ideas and 

customs between Jews from Akmonia and the mainstream enriched 

the cultural environment. 



 

76 

 

3. REVIEW OF SCHOLARSHIP 

 

In the previous chapter I set out the strengths and challenges of using 

assimilation theory in studying different groups of people in the first 

three imperial centuries. In this chapter, I review the modern scholars 

who have worked in areas connected to this thesis and address where 

there are gaps. I have selected areas of scholarship within the body of 

research which have influenced the direction of this work. There are 

four main areas of research. These are: the cultural environment of 

Asia Minor; cultural change leading to a new religious situation; the 

religious attitudes and practices unique to Asia Minor; expressions of 

monotheism. These areas build on each other to explore the question of 

whether the cultural environment was a place of sufficient group 

interaction that expressions of monotheism arose outside of 

mainstream influence.  

An important aspect of this thesis lies in presenting a view of the 

cultural environment. This lays the groundwork for the development of 

the ideas which follow. In building a view of the cultural environment I 

identify the importance of the cultural influences of Hellenisation and 

Romanisation in Asia Minor in the first three centuries. I engage with 

Greg Woolf’s and Stephen Mitchell’s expertise on the impact of 

Hellenisation and Romanisation in shaping the cultural environment. 

I then turn to the contribution of minority groups to the distinct 

features of the cultural environment. The use of an assimilation theory 

method highlights the place of minority groups. I identify Jewish 

communities as influential minority groups. As set out in the case 

study of the Jewish community in Akmonia, Paul Trebilco is an 
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authority on Jews as minority cultural groups in Asia Minor whom I 

engage.1  

After establishing a view of the cultural environment, I consider the 

cultural change in these centuries leading to a new religious situation. 

In this review of scholarship, I draw on John North’s work on religious 

change. Within the changing religious situation, I identify the new role 

of the individual as significant and present Nicole Belayche’s and John 

North’s interpretations of the role of the individual.  

Building on from the role of the individual, I develop a view of new 

religious attitudes and practices in Asia Minor. I have selected 

scholars who have researched the practices of public confession and 

expectation of divine justice as examples of religious change. 

Authorities include Nicole Belayche, Marijana Ricl and Eckhard 

Schnabel. The phenomena of devotion to angeloi and abstract 

divinities contributes to the picture of religious change in the cultural 

environment. Belayche, Ricl and Rangar Cline inform the subject of 

angeloi and abstract divinities in religion. I give special attention to 

the significant developments in pagan monotheism as part of religious 

change in the cultural environment. In this review of scholarship, I 

discuss the work of Stephen Mitchell on pagan monotheism.  

Following an overview of modern scholarship in Asia Minor, I discuss 

scholarship in these areas and the subtopics named above. The 

perspectives of each area of research and each scholar inform and 

challenge the ideas expressed in this thesis. 

 

 

 

                                            
1 See case study of the assimilation of Jews in Akmonia in Chapter Two. 
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3.1 Modern scholarship in Asia Minor  

Early modern scholarship in Asia Minor came first through travellers, 

whose interests were in the archaeological significance of the sights, 

especially in relation to the ‘seven churches of Asia Minor.’2 These 

travellers drew pictures and maps, collated sites, made squeezes of 

inscriptions, collected coins, laid important groundwork for later 

people to follow.3  

Robin Lane Fox’s broad-based study of the people, their gods, and their 

religious practices in Asia Minor forms an excellent introduction to 

pagan culture and the response to the rise of Christianity.4 His study 

is intended for a popular audience more than a scholarly however. This 

is evident in less precise referencing and in the broad areas of interests 

brought to the book. Lane Fox refers to several important topics which 

                                            
2 Referred to in the Book of Revelation: Ephesos, Smyrna, Pergamon, Thyateira, 

Sardis, Philadelphia, Laodikeia. 
3 I here refer to and acknowledge the bibliographical compilation of early modern 

sources on Asia Minor by Alan Cadwallader in 2004 for a Greek reading group at 

Flinders University engaged in study of the Greek texts and archaeology of Kolossai. 

I also note the background to this work undertaken by Beth Prior and Michael 

Trainor at Flinders University. Some early explorers compiled in Cadwallader’s 

comprehensive bibliography include: Francis Vyvyan Jago Arundell, A Visit to the 
Seven Churches of Asia; with an excurision into Pisidia, etc, (London: John Rodwell, 

1828) and Discoveries in Asia Minor, including a description of the ruins of several 
ancient cities, and especially Antioch of Pisidia, 2 vols. (London: Richard Bentely, 

1834); Eugène Boré, Correspondance et memoirs d’un voyageur en Orient, (Paris: 

Olivier-Fulgence, 1848) and Voyage en Turquie et en Perse, Tome 1 (1854-55); 

William John Hamilton, Researches into Asia Minor, Pontus and Armenia: with 
some account of their antiquities and geology, 2 vols. (London, 1842); Philippe Le 

Bas, Voyage archéologique en Gréce et en Asie Mineure fait par ordre du 

gouvernement français pendant les années 1843 et 1844 et publié... par P. Le Bas (et 

W. H. Waddington) avec la coopération d’E. Landron. (Itinéraire. pp. 1-40. – 

Inscriptions. tom. 1, 2. tom. 3. pt. 1. Explication des Inscriptions, tom. 3, pt. 1. – 
Planches, (Paris, 1847, etc. fol.) and Voyage archéologique en Gréce et en Asie 

Mineure sous la direction de M. P. Le Bas... 1824-1844. Planches... gravées d’aprés les 

dessins de E. Landron, publiées et commentées par S. Reinarch, pp. Xxiv. 162. (1888); 

W. H. Waddington, Voyage et Asie Mineure au point de vue Numismatique, (Paris: 

Bureau le la Revue Numismatique, 1853); Otter, Voyage en Turquie et en Perse, 
(Paris, 1748); Smith, Survey of the Seven Churches of Asia, (1678 245f. – according to 

J. B. Lightfoot, The Epistles of St. Paul: Colossians and Philemon, (London: 

MacMillan, 1892), contains the earliest descriptions of cities in Phrygia.  
4 Robin Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians in the Mediterranean World from the 
Second Century AD to the Conversion of Contstantine, (London: Penguin Books, 

1986). 
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connect with this study, including the Oinoanda oracle5 and the 

manifestations of pagan monotheism.6   

Lane Fox’s work, in addition to Stephen Mitchell’s grand work on these 

same topics, provide a window into the cultural environment. 

Mitchell’s early, and as he describes, his “benchmark publication,”7 

Anatolia: Land, Men and Gods in Asia Minor, in two volumes, gives a 

mostly broad view of significant aspects of the development of the 

environment from the Celtic influence, to the rise of the Christian 

church.8 He is informative on indigenous groups in Asia Minor and 

their religious practices. He covers much ground, and is a good starting 

point for further study. Mitchell’s encyclopaedic Anatolia volumes are 

helpful for identifying distinctive aspects of the cultural environment, 

which I take and develop. These aspects include: indigenous groups in 

their rural context, their cults and gods, the area of divine justice and 

practices of confession and penance. 

The scholarship of Stephen Mitchell within Asia Minor is vast and 

comprehensive, spanning several decades. His use of primary sources, 

particularly epigraphy and archaeology, is particularly significant in 

establishing the period for contemporary readers. Mitchell has a 

familiarity with the environment which frequently assumes a level of 

knowledge which leaves a less informed reader behind. This is 

particularly the case in the subject area of pagan monotheism, in 

which he is a significant authority.  

Mitchell’s work on the wider cultural environment, indigenous groups, 

the impact of Hellenisation and Romanisation on Asia Minor in rural 

contexts, and pagan monotheism, is persuasive and influences the 

                                            
5 Discussed in Chapter Eight. 
6 Discussed in Chapter Six. 
7 University of Exeter staff profile: 

https://humanities.exeter.ac.uk/classics/staff/mitchell/  
8 Mitchell, Anatolia: Land, Men and Gods in Asia Minor, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1993) vol. 1, The Celts in Anatolia and the Impact of Roman Rule, and vol. 2, The 
Rise of the Church. 

https://humanities.exeter.ac.uk/classics/staff/mitchell/
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research set out in this thesis. I build on Mitchell by cross examining 

texts from different cultural groups to support my presentation of the 

cultural environment as a matrix for common monotheistic 

expressions. 

Another invaluable contribution to a study of the cultural environment 

of Asia Minor, with special emphasis on pagan life and pagan gods, 

comes from A. B. Cook.9 His massive work gives insight into the gods 

worshipped by pagans and provides an overview of pagan religiosity, 

including the topics of interest to this study, public confession and 

divine justice, and oracles. No study of the scholarship of Asia Minor 

would be complete without acknowledging the contribution of Louis 

Robert over many decades.10 Robert’s wide-ranging expertise in 

history, epigraphy, numismatics and archaeology from the archaic 

Greek period to late antiquity has significantly influenced the 

scholarship of Asia Minor. His works are too many to cite here and will 

be referred to variously throughout this study. Another important 

figure in the modern scholarship of Asia Minor is William Ramsay. His 

Cities and Bishoprics of Phrygia is still an excellent resource which I 

have accessed through this study.11 

 

3.2 Hellenisation and Romanisation in Asia Minor 

The impact of Hellenisation and Romanisation on Asia Minor has been 

well researched. The contribution of Greg Woolf to this area is 

valuable.12 His expertise lies in presenting Roman culture as different 

than Greek, as having different foundational bases.13 Woolf’s focus is 

                                            
9 A. B. Cook, Zeus: A Study in Ancient Religion, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1925) in three volumes. Volume 2 useful for Asia Minor. 
10 1930s – 1980s. 
11 Ramsay, Cities and Bishoprics. 
12 Greg Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek: Culture, Identity and the Civilising 

Process in the Roman East,” Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society, 40 

(1994): 116-43. 
13 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 118. 
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on Romanisation in Asian urban communities. This has informed my 

image of the urban cultural environment. Urban communities were 

those within the cultural environment which were most Hellenised.  

Woolf divides his paper into four areas. The first is analysing what he 

interprets as a problem in definition and qualification of what 

Romanisation means, and particularly in relation to Greeks of the 

eastern part of the empire. The second is how the Romans saw their 

cultural and moral vocation to the Greeks, and how that was different 

from the barbarians. The third is that Greeks did not have the same 

understanding of material culture and collective ethnic identity as the 

Romans. The fourth is the nature of interaction between what Romans 

and what Greeks believed about all this.14 He suggests from these 

analyses that the Greeks preserved a separate sense of identity other 

than that assigned by Rome. 

Woolf’s research brings out the differences between Roman and Greek 

culture, the different values of each, and that the imposition of 

imperial authority on Asia did not destroy the embedded Hellenism of 

cities. He highlights the important distinction between Greek and 

Roman priorities placed on material things, and that this contributed 

to the maintenance of Hellenism in cities.15  

Woolf examines architectural changes brought about by Roman rule 

and assesses that as these were incorporated into cities they affected 

daily habits (such as bathing, gymnastic exercises, attendance at 

gladiatorial games), but they did not essentially change the Hellenistic 

culture. He concludes that Hellenism was a dominant urban culture in 

Asia Minor, and that the imposition of Roman authority did note erode 

Hellenism. Political and economic changes were mostly structural,16 

                                            
14 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 118. 
15 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 131. 
16 Which I interpret as the integration aspect of assimilation; that is, the changes 

refer to the necessary structural processes of living and functioning in cities together. 
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and these bypassed the core values of Hellenism. The title of his study, 

“Becoming Roman, Staying Greek” explains clearly his point, that 

Roman culture was present, that there were some advantages to it, but 

that taking it up did not mean losing one’s Hellenised identity.  

Woolf’s study does not indicate a degree of impact on people such as 

Stephen Mitchell presents in an important work on Hellenisation and 

Romanisation in Asia Minor.17 Specifically Mitchell’s focus is on 

indigenous groups which mostly inhabited the rural environment. This 

differs from Woolf’s, which is directed at urban communities, with less 

emphasis on indigenous groups. Neither Woolf nor Mitchell consider 

Jews in these studies.  

The differing conclusions of the degree of impact presented in both 

Woolf and Mitchell is likely to be caused by the different urban/rural 

contextual emphases of each scholar. This suggests that there was 

significant difference between urban and rural communities, which I 

affirm in my study. 

Marijana Ricl similarly identifies the distinction of rural 

environments, especially noting the place of sanctuaries as the foci of 

community, of rural administration, and of local justice.18 Ricl 

complements this study and expands her scope of expertise by 

investigations into the prevalence of public confession in Asia Minor.19 

In addition, she studies the prominent place of indigenous gods whose 

                                            
17 Stephen Mitchell, “Ethnicity, Acculturation and Empire in Roman and Late 

Roman Asia Minor,” in Stephen Mitchell and Geoffrey Greatrix (eds), Ethnicity and 
Culture in Late Antiquity (London: Duckworth and the Classical Press of Wales, 

2000), 117-150. This study is framed around questions of the self-identity of groups, 

the cultural and political influences on that self-identity, and the ethnic and cultural 

changes that happened in the regions. For the purposes of this study, it is the 

sections on the early Roman Empire in the age of Augustus, using Strabo’s 

Geography as a source, and the first three centuries of the empire that are 

informative. The later comments on the Christian empire between Constantine and 

Justinian move beyond the temporal parameters of this thesis.  
18 Marijana Ricl, “Society and Economy of Rural Sanctuaries in Roman Lydia and 

Phrygia,” EA 35 (2003): 77-102. 
19 Marijana Ricl, “CIG 4142 – A Forgotten Confession Inscription from North-West 

Phrygia,” EA 29 (1997): 35-43. 



 

83 

 

roles included the maintenance of justice.20 The value of Ricl’s work is 

the depth of details provided on topics which build my argument. Her 

detailed studies include many references to inscriptions as primary 

sources. These sources ground her assertions in primary evidence. 

Ricl bases her studies in the geographically contained areas of north-

western Phrygia and Lydia. From this region, she draws much data of 

the distinct religious practices of Asia Minor. In my study, this data 

can be linked with the development of pagan monotheism. Ricl’s 

detailed analyses provide a good contrast to the broad studies in the 

wider cultural environment which form foundational information.21 

Interest in local and indigenous traditions in studies of culture has 

increased over recent years.22 Greater attention on the local and 

indigenous in Asia Minor affirms Strelan’s and Mitchell’s work which 

highlights the prominent place of indigenous groups in the cultural 

environment. It also lends weight to Woolf’s assessment of the 

distinctiveness of the culture of Asia Minor under Roman rule as 

opposed to the more Romanised environment of the western 

provinces.23 

Stephen Mitchell’s study of Hellenisation and Romanisation centres on 

the ethnic identity of indigenous, mostly rural groups and how their 

identity was affected by first Hellenisation, then Romanisation. He 

                                            
20 Marijana Ricl, “Hosios kai Dikaios. Premiere Parte: Catalogue des Inscriptions,” 

EA 18 (1991): 1-70; “Hosios kai Dikaios. Second Parte: Analyse,” EA 19 (1992): 71-

102. 
21 In addition to Mitchell’s Anatolia volumes, Lane Fox’s study and A. B. Cook’s Zeus 
volumes, can be added C. H. E. Haspels, The Highlands of Phrygia: Sites and 
Monuments, 2 volumes (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1971); D. 

Magie, Roman Rule in Asia Minor, 2 volumes (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 

University Press, 1950) as examples of good, broad base studies on the environment 

of Asia Minor which pick out key themes of distinction in religious practices which 

are discussed throughout this thesis. 
22 Belayche, “Individualization and Religious Rhetoric,” 245. I discuss the influence of 

postcolonial methodology in Chapter Four.  
23 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 131. Woolf suggests that in the west 

Romanisation of culture was more transformative, while in the east it was permitted 

to stay Greek. 



 

84 

 

says like Woolf, that Hellenisation did not affect ethnic identification 

among indigenous groups.24 Unlike Woolf’s view that there was 

ongoing Hellenisation of the eastern empire,25 Mitchell maintains that 

the imposition of Roman authority on rural communities did erode 

their ethnic identity.26 This he says occurred through administrative 

changes that redefined traditional boundaries. Roman reorganisation 

overlooked cultural distinctions between groups. This had negative 

consequences for the indigenous communities affected.27 

Mitchell’s perspective is useful in seeing how the regional ethnicity of 

indigenous groups became administratively organised under Roman 

governorship, and that the value of the ethnicity of the groups 

themselves was not a considering factor in the reorganisation. Mitchell 

emphasises that ethnic identification was different than the imposed 

allegiances of the dominant Roman system.28 He expresses ethnicity as 

a regional belonging and Hellenism as a cultural overlay.29 By 

overlooking Jewish groups in his study Mitchell restricts the 

application of ‘ethnicity’ and a fuller value of the term. Jewish 

ethnicity was not based on location, as the experience of Asia Minor 

Jews, isolated from ancestral Palestine, shows.  

Mitchell suggests that pagan gods belonged solely to a place, or a 

group of people inhabiting a place as an ethnic group.30 Whilst this 

may happen, especially where a locational factor, such as a mountain, 

cave or spring31 locate a cult, pagan gods and their cults were 

                                            
24 Mitchell, “Ethnicity,” 127. 
25 Bearing in mind that Woolf’s focus is urban whilst Mitchell’s is rural, as indicated 

above. The distinction between urban and rural is noted as significant in this study. 
26 Mitchell, “Ethnicity,” 117. 
27 Mitchell, “Ethnicity,” 122. The division of indigenous groups by the Romans into 

assize districts took no account of previous group boundaries. Strabo Geography 
13.4.12. 
28 Mitchell, “Ethnicity,” 127. 
29 Mitchell, “Ethnicity,” 127. 
30 Mitchell, “Ethnicity,” 128-9. 
31 The location of a mountain or cave provides a context for the cult activity of women 

followers of Dionysos in Asia. Indigenous mother cults also were identified with 

mountains. 
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susceptible to assimilation in the cultural environment as it changed. 

As groups of people moved, they took their gods with them.32 Migrating 

gods and cults were taken up in cities and country. They took on new 

epithets, they adapted and changed.33 All this points to a capacity of 

the gods and their cults to assimilate into the environment in which 

they moved. 

Rick Strelan’s study on the persistence of indigenous language in a 

Hellenistic cultural environment is informative in any assessment of 

the degree of impact of Hellenisation and Romanisation on the cultural 

environment of Asia Minor.34 His conclusion that indigenous language 

persisted in the presence of cultural Hellenism35 affirms that distinct 

cultural groups did dissimilate from the mainstream culture. It also 

affirms that erosion of ethnic identity did not necessarily occur, as 

Mitchell indicates.36 Strelan highlights that language was a tool for the 

retention of ethnic identity. He shows that within the geographical 

scope of his study37 any presumption that Greek was a common first 

language must be overturned.38 As I will establish however, language 

as an indicator of cultural assimilation must be taken alongside other 

factors, and not on its own.39 Nonetheless, Strelan’s insights 

strengthen the argument that indigenous cultural groups were 

                                            
32 Robert Daniel Miller, “The Origin and Original Nature of Apollo,” (Ph.D. diss., 

University of Philadelphia, 1939) follows the evidence of Apollo as a transformation 

of the representations of the god with his movement with different groups of people. 
33 Multiple examples on the assimilation of Hellenistic pagan gods with indigenous 

Anatolian gods are found in Asia Minor. Apollo Kareios at Hierapolis, Apollo Klarios 

at Klaros, Zeus Sabazios number among pagan gods with blended Hellenistic and 

indigenous names. See Cook, Zeus; Miller, “The Origin and Original Nature of 

Apollo;” Mitchell, Anatolia 1 and 2. 
34 Rick Strelan, “The Languages of the Lycus Valley.” 
35 Strelan, “Languages of the Lycus Valley,” 88, 101. 
36 Mitchell, “Ethnicity,” 117. 
37 The Lykos Valley area of south-western Phrygia. This area incorporated the three 

important cities of Hierapolis, Kolossai and Laodikeia, plus many villages and rural 

communities. 
38 Strelan, “Languages of the Lycus Valley,” 101: “Some of the traditional languages 

in the region survived, and for the majority in the Lycus Valley Greek was a second 

language.” 
39 See Chapter Four. 
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independent and tenacious in the presence of both Roman and Greek 

cultural influence.  

Modern scholars engaging with the impact of Hellenisation and 

Romanisation illustrate the distinctiveness of the cultural 

environment of Asia Minor. Woolf highlights the different values 

between Greek and Roman, and that these enabled the maintenance of 

Hellenism in cities. Mitchell determines that the regional ethnicity of 

indigenous groups suffered under Roman administrative organisation, 

but that ethnic identity was separate from imposed distinctions. Both 

Woolf and Mitchell determine that the processes of Hellenisation did 

not actively threaten the distinction of rural dwelling indigenous 

groups. The difference between city and country is noted in the work of 

all modern scholars drawing on ancient evidence. Ricl emphasises the 

strength of rural communities and Strelan focusses on the 

preservation of indigenous culture through language retention. 

 

3.3 Jewish minority cultural groups in Asia Minor 

Whilst both Woolf and Mitchell exclude Jews from these studies, 

others have emphasised this important group in considering the 

impact of Hellenisation and Romanisation on ethnic distinction. On 

occasion Jews benefitted from Roman presence in Asia Minor rather 

than suffered from it, at least after the first century BCE when overall 

social conditions improved.40  

Mitchell’s research focus is on the indigenous pagan groups in Sardis, 

which he says are reflected in the city foundation myths in third 

century CE inscriptions. Due to this focus he does not give attention to 

the significant and highly acculturated Jewish population in that 

                                            
40 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 8-12 on the privileges afforded 

Jewish communities in Asia Minor by Roman authority. Trebilco, 8 note 18 cites the 

letters written by local cities in opposition to Roman support of Jews: Josephus Ant. 
14.186-267, 306-23, 16.160-78; Philo Leg. 311-16. 
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city.41 Although the scope of one article may be insufficient to include 

study of all cultural groups in the city, it would have been interesting 

to see how he considered Jews appropriated these foundation myths or 

otherwise. That would give further indication of the assimilation of 

Jews in Sardis. 

Recognising a gap in the study of groups of people in the imperial 

period and a scholarly emphasis on conflict between pagans and 

Christians, Tessa Rajak, John North and Judith Lieu combine to 

introduce the role of Jewish people in the wider environment.42 These 

scholars draw attention the place of Jews among groups adapting to a 

changing environment. I take a similar approach by attempting to 

redress an imbalance in the emphasis of Christian influence over 

minority indigenous pagan and Jewish groups. This means that I 

select indigenous pagan and Jewish sources alongside Christian 

sources to broaden the lens on the cultural environment in which 

many groups of people lived. This process proceeds from the 

methodology of assimilation theory, which works from the point of 

minority groups. In the first three imperial centuries minority groups 

included indigenous pagans, monotheistic pagans, Jews and 

Christians.   

The presence of Jewish groups in the cultural environment in Asia 

Minor is significant for this study. Jews were a minority group, yet 

they were well integrated within Hellenistic city structures and 

acculturated to varying degrees with the mainstream. In addition, they 

maintained core group distinction. The case of Jewish communities in 

Asia Minor is an example of positive assimilation, in which a minority 

group is not undermined but has opportunities for mobility and 

success. The assimilation of Jewish communities builds the argument 

                                            
41 Mitchell, “Ethnicity,” 128 referring to Sardis. 
42 Judith Lieu, John North and Tessa Rajak, The Jews among Pagans and Christians 
in the Roman Empire (London and New York: Routledge, 1992), 2-3. 
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that the cultural environment was a matrix for diverse cultural 

expressions.  

Extensive groundwork in the subject of Jewish studies has been 

undertaken by Emil Schϋrer.43 It is from this foundational study that 

much subsequent scholarship has developed. Scholarship on Jewish 

communities in Asia Minor affirms that socially and economically 

successful Jews could enter politics, take up important civic roles, 

select pagan artistic themes for their tombs, and still be accepted as 

fully ethnic Jews.44 It meant that Jewish youths could be part of the 

gymnasium.45  

No matter the degree of assimilation of a Jewish community, the 

overall character of Jews as they lived in Asia Minor was diversity of 

expression. This is shown through Paul Trebilco’s work on Jewish 

groups in Asia Minor. His thorough study provides evidence of the 

Jewish response and adaptation to the Hellenistic mainstream culture. 

Trebilco’s presentation of the diversity and distinction of Jewish 

communities is well made. Jews were not just ‘mixed up’ with pagans. 

Their assimilation was more complex than the term ‘syncretism,’ 

which Trebilco and others use, can encompass.46 One way in which this 

present study diverges from Trebilco is in the use of the term 

syncretism to denote how cultures came together. 

Trebilco presents the diverse expressions of Judaism in the study of 

communities of Jews in the cities of Sardis, Priene, Miletos, Akmonia 

and Apameia, through their archaeology and epigraphy. This is in 

                                            
43 Schϋrer, The History of the Jewish People in the Age of Jesus Christ. Especially 

relevant to the area of Asia Minor is volume 3.  
44 There were successful, yet ethnically distinct Jews in Akmonia. See Chapter Two.  
45 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 260 notes 40, 41. Louis Robert, “Un 

corpus des inscriptions juives,” REJ 101 (1937a): 85-6; CIJ 755. 
46 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 142. At 127 he refers again to 

syncretism and to scholarship which assumes syncretism among pagan cults, 

especially those of Theos Hypsistos and Sabazios. These he says were influenced by 

Judaism. See Chapter Seven and my discussion of the term ‘syncretism,’ including its 

datedness and interpretations which draw away from diversity of Jewish expression. 
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addition to his assessment of the literary sources which refer to Jewish 

communities from the introduction of Jews into Asia Minor to the 

patristic sources and others in between. A welcome section on Jewish 

women in Asia Minor lends some much-needed balance in scholarship. 

He also includes a study of the theosebeis. I have taken Trebilco’s 

assessment of the theosebeis further in my argument as evidence of a 

group in which Jews and non-Jews together worshipped one highest 

god.47 

Trebilco names a frontier between Judaism and paganism.48 Rather 

than being a barrier, the frontier was a space for assimilating edges, 

for creativity in relationship between Jews and pagans. The frontier 

existed in the boundary between a minority cultural group and the 

cultural mainstream in the model of assimilation theory I have 

designed. (See Fig. 2 yellow zone) Within this space the processes of 

acculturation and integration took place. Within such a frontier 

Trebilco posits there was a common vocabulary.49 The suggestion of a 

common vocabulary assists my understanding that in the space of 

interaction between minority cultural groups and the mainstream 

(yellow zone), ideas of one highest god and practices directed toward a 

highest god developed. I have made use of Trebilco’s comprehensive 

study to assess the assimilation of Jewish groups, their success, their 

mobility, and how they used these advantages to further the upward 

mobility and success of their people.50  

Initially I presumed things about Jewish groups which on closer 

examination have proven incorrect. I presumed their monotheism and 

the religious practices associated with it were the same between 

groups and between cities. I presumed that variant monotheistic 

                                            
47 See Chapter Seven. 
48 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 143. 
49 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 143. 
50 I chose the Jewish community at Akmonia as a case study of Jewish assimilation, 

building on evidence assembled by Trebilco and Strubbe and combining it with the 

methodology of assimilation theory to present conclusions. 
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practices among Jews did not represent the diversity of Jewish 

expression, but were Jews who were influenced by pagans and pagan 

monotheism.51 I presumed factors, which I have subsequently 

described as acculturative and integrative, eroded distinction and led 

to higher assimilation and loss of ethnic distinction. I have learned 

that the capacity of Jews to be highly acculturating and integrative 

enabled them to be successful people within a Hellenistic environment 

and that this did not mean the shedding of core group distinctions.  

 

3.4 Cultural change and the individual in the ancient context of Asia 

Minor 

The role of the individual in ancient society is newly proposed in 

cultural studies of the ancient world. Studies in the individual emerge 

from a shift from predominantly historical to cultural based 

approaches. This shift has been made through the social sciences. It is 

out of the field of social science that approaches such as social identity 

theory52 and assimilation theory arise.  

Some of the earlier approaches of the social sciences are now well 

dated. Within a social science theory of interpretation of the ancient 

world such as that proposed by Bruce Malina,53 the individual person 

was not self-assertive. Whilst much of the work of proponents of social 

science theories of the ancient world still holds, ideas on the lack of 

individual identity are being superseded. From a social science 

perspective such as Malina’s, a person who expressed individual 

                                            
51 This was indeed possible, but not exclusive. 
52 Coleman A. Baker, “Social Identity Theory and Biblical Interpretation,” Biblical 
Theology Bulletin 42 no. 3 (2012): 129 refers to the emergence of social identity 

theory over the past two decades, and at 136, how the theory can be fruitfully 

combined with other theories in biblical interpretation. I can see that it would work 

helpfully alongside assimilation theory as a methodological tool in future studies. 
53 Bruce J. Malina, The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural Anthropology, 
Third Edition, Revised and Expanded (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press). 

See also for example, Jerome Neyrey and Eric C. Stewart (eds.), The Social World of 
the New Testament: Insights and Models, (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2008), 

especially the last section of the book on “modal personality.” 
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identity risked exposing weakness and would lose honour in the sight 

of others.54 As honour was upheld as the most important value, it was 

to be guarded above all things. Honour required a grant of reputation 

from others.55 It was dependent on a community of interdependence.  

In the contemporary world since the acceleration of social and other 

media people are encouraged to be themselves, to go their own way, to 

be an individual. Social structures are in place in first world countries 

such as Australia which enable financial and social independence from 

family and others. This was not the case a hundred years ago, and it 

was certainly not the case in the ancient Mediterranean world.  

Then, people were formed from a world view of the collectivism.56 In 

social science interpretational terms this means people reflected the 

phenomenon of a collectivistic, or dyadic personality. A dyadic or 

collectivistic personality was dependent on another for self-identity, for 

information fed back to the person from others.57 Rather than having 

freedom to be an individual, the ancient person was embedded 

psychologically and socially in a group of significant others, and the 

means to differentiate oneself from the group and act individually was 

either not possible or certainly not easy.58 This was reinforced in 

religion by its embeddedness within the structures of family and city.59 

However, the dependence of a person on a community of others does 

not negate the role of the individual in shaping culture and being 

instrumental in cultural and religious change. Social science 

interpretation has advanced significantly since scholars like Malina 

                                            
54 Malina, New Testament World, 59. 
55 Malina, New Testament World, 32. 
56 Malina, New Testament World, 62. 
57 Malina, New Testament World, 62. 
58 Malina, New Testament World, 62-3. 
59 See study by John North, “The Development of Religious Pluralism,” in J. Lieu, J. 

North, T. Rajak (eds.), The Jews Among Pagans and Christians in the Roman 
Empire, (London and New York: Routledge, 1992): 174-93 on the appearance of 

traditional paganism. 
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introduced the concept of the dyadic personality in biblical 

interpretation.60 Recent scholarship has expanded to include the role of 

the individual in the ancient context, and in the processes of change 

that brought about the new religious situation. The contribution of the 

volume edited by Jörg Rϋpke has been valuable to this area.61 From 

within this edited study I have drawn from the work of Nicole 

Belayche62 and John North.63 Previously, individual influence in the 

processes of tradition and change has been viewed as unremarkable.  

Belayche identifies the expression of emotions in inscriptions to build 

her case for the place of the individual in Asia Minor.64 She relates 

examples of emotional expression to the anxious era that preceded the 

establishment of Christianity.65 Examples of personal emotional 

expression in Belayche’s study include the formulae used by 

individuals on stone.66 There were formulae for ways of naming god 

and gods that reflected personal religiosity and the self-image a person 

wanted to show outwardly to others.67 Belayche provides examples of 

these things in the inscriptional evidence of devotion to angeloi, the 

theion, and local gods of justice.68 These areas of religious practice give 

evidence of the practical response to a new and changing religious 

situation. 

Belayche suggests that the abstract and different naming of these 

figures manifested a superior divinity, and that they enabled 

                                            
60 Malina first introduced this concept in his first 1981 edition of New Testament 
Wordld. 
61 Rϋpke, The Individual in the Religions of the Ancient Mediterranean. 
62 Nicole Belayche, “Individualization and Religious Rhetoric in Imperial Anatolia,” 

in Rϋpke, The Individual in the Religions of the Ancient Mediterranean, 243-66. As 

Belayche frequently poses a different point of view than Mitchell, whom I have used 

extensively in this thesis, I have particularly sought her view on the key points of 

discussion throughout.  
63 John North, “Disguising Change in the First Century,” in Rϋpke, The Individual in 
the Religions of the Ancient Mediterranean, 58-84. 
64 Belayche, “Individualization and Religious Rhetoric,” 246. 
65 Belayche, “Individualization and Religious Rhetoric,” 245. 
66 Belayche, “Individualization and Religious Rhetoric,” 246.  
67 Belayche, “Individualization and Religious Rhetoric,” 247. 
68 Belayche, “Individualization and Religious Rhetoric,” 247. 
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individuals to make sense of the divine action around them.69 The 

angeloi, theion and practices of local divine justice represented a 

changing religious environment and the assimilative responses of 

individuals and groups of people to that movement. Belayche’s study 

links a trend toward individualism as expressed epigraphically with 

the corpus of confession inscriptions in Phrygia and Lydia.70 I build on 

this link and connect the confession inscriptions with angeloi and 

theion worship, both representative of the new religious situation, and 

with developments in pagan monotheism. 

Belayche’s study on the influence of the individual covers extensive 

ground. There is a high presumption that readers agree that the 

epigraphical expressions she discerns in the religious phenomena 

discussed really do reflect a trend of individualism. 

I agree that there is individual expression in the confession texts. 

However, in my investigations of monotheism I have formulated a 

different understanding than Belayche’s presentation of angeloi, 

theion, divine justice and confessional formulae as individual 

expressions coming from a polytheistic only system.71 Without 

discounting the capacity of polytheism to adapt to new religious 

situations and for individuals to influence polytheism, from my 

exploration of the religious phenomena of angeloi and theion devotion, 

divine justice and confessional expressions, clear monotheistic trends 

can be discerned. These I set out in Chapters Five and Six. I do not go 

as far as saying that these things are evidence of only monotheism. I 

have learned through the study of assimilation of cultural groups that 

there were large spaces in which crossover of practices and shared 

ideas took place. The edges between polytheism and monotheism were 

blurred to say the least. 

                                            
69 Belayche, “Individualization and Religious Rhetoric,” 260. 
70 Belayche, “Individualization and Religious Rhetoric,” 252. 
71 Belayche, “Individualization and Religious Rhetoric,” 260. 
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John North’s influential research into religious change in the Roman 

Empire engages with the role of the individual in the processes of 

change. North’s early studies were in the development of new religious 

groups away from traditional, embedded pagan religion.72 North 

includes Jewish, Christian and pagan groups in his work. He suggests 

that religious change began with the movement toward differentiated 

religion. New religious groups provided choice and opportunity for 

commitment that had previously been irrelevant to monopolised pagan 

religion.73 He provides a comprehensive overview of traditional pagan 

religion. Explaining how traditional paganism looked is a necessary 

base to establish before I introduce those things which caused religious 

change.74 North presents traditional pagan religion as an embedded 

cultural phenomenon, unchanging, embracing family, social status and 

politics.75  

In his more recent study, North looks at how historical sources 

disguised the fact that change was happening in the cultural 

environment and individuals were part of the changes.76 Change in the 

cultural environment shifted traditional power bases. It opened the 

way for engagement between individuals, minority groups and the 

mainstream. North proposes that individuals as well as the community 

contributed to religious change.  

I affirm much of North’s work on cultural change leading to a new 

religious situation, and the role of the individual in that change. The 

processes of assimilation provided space for the expression of 

                                            
72 John A. North, “Religious Toleration in Republican Rome,” Proceedings of the 
Cambridge Philological Society, 25 (1979): 85-103, and “Development of Religious 

Pluralism,” gives his view on religious change occurring through the development of 

new religious groups. 
73 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 178-9: “In these terms, change from 

embedded to differentiated religion might be described as a progress (if that is what 

it is) from monopoly to market.” I discuss the religious marketplace further in 

Chapter Five. 
74 I set out the appearance of traditional pagan religion in Chapter Four. 
75 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 177. 
76 North, “Disguising Change.” 
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individualism. Individuals made personal choices when they 

encountered new opportunities through group acculturation and 

integration.  

North explains that there were limited opportunities for personal 

choice within traditional paganism.77 He classifies individualisation as 

a process of moving away from behaviour defined by tradition, family, 

social group, state and culture.78 Whilst North looks for evidence of the 

activity of individuals, he notes that conclusions may only be drawn 

from where the evidence indicates enough individuals have acted to 

represent patterns of change.79 This method places his use of data 

within the field of the social sciences, which fits the methodology used 

in this study. North here makes an important methodological point, in 

which evidence must be put before assertion. This is an inductive 

approach to the subject area.80 

North’s ideas on the role of the individual are informed by a different 

approach to the inscriptional and other material from that of Belayche. 

Whilst Belayche looks for signs of change related to the inclusion of the 

individual in the religious expressions mostly manifest in local 

indigenous cultic activity, North’s perspective is less localised. North 

makes use of already established religious traditions to trace change. 

Both Belayche and North make extensive use of inscriptional evidence 

to test their suppositions. Belayche relies on texts related to confession 

practices, angeloi devotion and the rule of local justice, while North 

uses evidence of individual religious vows, gifts and dedications. North 

does assume to include the individual religious expressions of all social 

groups, including slaves.81  

                                            
77 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 178. 
78 North, “Disguising Change,” 58. 
79 North, “Disguising Change,” 58.  
80 See Chapter Six, section 6.3 on my interpretation of Larry Hurtado’s inductive use 

of data, which I apply to my assessments of monotheism. 
81 North, “Disguising Change,” 77. I explain my departure from North’s assumption 

that all groups would be represented in expressions of individualism in Chapter Five. 
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North does not discuss cult associations as places of commitment of 

members or of authority structure outside of the family and city. This 

leaves a gap in the evidence of Asia Minor where the local rule of 

divine justice was prevalent. Belayche’s work enters this gap.82  

In summary, the role of the individual in ancient societies is newly 

emerging in scholarship. Individual influence challenges some of the 

core foundations of social science interpretations of the ancient world. 

North includes the individual in the processes of religious change 

brought about by the development of religious groups requiring 

conscious choice in membership and commitment to the new group. He 

also considers how traditional institutions disguised change. Belayche 

focusses her study on the individual in the religious expressions 

evident in inscriptions. She concentrates on the evidence of religious 

phenomena unique to Asia Minor, including divine abstractions and 

confessional formulae. My contribution to the influence of the 

individual in this study relates to the movement in religious attitudes 

and practices which manifested in monotheism. 

  

3.5 The distinctive religious practices of Asia Minor 

Scholarship in the areas described above give insight into the religious 

situation that developed through the first three imperial centuries. 

There is evidence of unique practices within the religious activities of 

groups in Asia Minor which expressed some common attitudes toward 

the divine. I now look at key scholarship in the areas of religious 

practices and religious phenomena in Asia Minor.  

The areas of interest for this study include the practices of public 

confession, which were linked to the rule of divine justice, devotion to 

angeloi, theion, other abstractly named deities, and Theos Hypsistos, 

                                            
82 Especially, Belayche, “Individualization and Religious Rhetoric,” and “Angeloi.” 
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as well as cult activity associated with the theosebeis, the god-

worshippers. I discern in this thesis that these practices were 

connected through a common thread of monotheism. These practices 

found expression in Asia Minor, and they form part of the environment 

of the changing religious situation. The emergence of these practices in 

the cultural environment, through the new religious situation, builds a 

case to claim that the cultural environment was the matrix that 

enabled these monotheistic expressions. 

 

3.5.1 Public confession and divine justice 

Evidence of the practice of public confession is ubiquitous, particularly 

in Lydia and Phrygia, in the form of stone steles with texts recording 

the confessions.83 They are a distinct representation of how people 

responded to the perceived presence and instruction of a god. The 

expression of humility characterises the confessions and points to the 

expectation that the god or gods involved knew everything and would 

administer and maintain justice.84 From our modern perspective the 

offences, whether intentional or unintentional, against the god 

frequently seem insignificant and unworthy of divine attention, the 

punishments disproportionate in severity to the offence.85 In many 

texts seemingly unrelated events are somehow connected to a 

perceived wrong doing on the part of the confessor. However, it is from 

the foundation of absolute dependence on the gods for their welfare in 

the present and for the future, and absolute faith that the god or gods 

                                            
83 Belayche, “Individualization and Religious Rhetoric,” 252. 
84 A. Thomas Kraabel, “  {UyistoV and the Synagogue at Sardis,” GRBS 10 (1969): 82 

reports that worshippers viewed themselves as humble and insignificant before the 

gods. 
85 Ricl, “CIG 4142 – A Forgotten Confession-Inscription from North-West Phrygia,” 

EA 29 (1997): 38.  
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would enact justice if they were wronged, that the people practiced 

public confession.86  

The most useful resource is Georg Petzl’s comprehensive contribution 

to the collation of the confession texts of western Asia Minor.87 Whilst 

there are subsequent publications incorporating more recently found 

inscriptions, this remains the best source to date, with the best 

commentary.  

The confession texts are a record of religious change. They were new, 

and were thus evidence of a new religious situation. Belayche takes the 

theme of individuality into the study of the confession texts. She 

suggests that whilst people might have responded to a command of a 

god to set up a stele recording their misdemeanour, they nonetheless 

used the public space of the stele as an opportunity to express their 

personal identity and piety to their communities.88  

Marijana Ricl takes the confessions within the context of an industry 

which supported the local village and especially the sanctuary to which 

the god administering justice was attached.89 In addition to the setting 

up of a stele, money, oaths, rituals, service in the sanctuary, and 

sometimes property, were required by the offender.90 She lays out the 

process of confession, involving: transgression, punishment, confession, 

divine order to set up a stele.91 

                                            
86 Ricl, “Society and Economy,” 101; Eckhard J. Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny and 

Public Humiliation: A Suggestion for the Interpretation of the Lydian and Phrygian 

Confession Inscriptions,” NT 45 (2003): 169. 
87 Georg Petzl, “Die Beichtinschriften Westkleinasiens,” EA 22 (1994). See also Georg 

Petzl and Hasan Malay, “A New Confession Inscription from the Katakekaumene,” 

GRBS 28 (1987): 459-72 as a contribution bringing insight and specific expertise into 

the study of a single text and its interrelatedness with the environment. 
88 Belayche, “Individualization and Religious Rhetoric,” 247. 
89 Ricl, “Forgotten Confession-Inscription,” 38. 
90 Ricl, “Forgotten Confession-Inscription,” 38. 
91 Ricl, “Forgotten Confession-Inscription,” 39. See also Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 

160. 
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Ricl’s study gives a practical view of the confessional process. She is 

less concerned with the wider influence on religious trends and does 

not refer to assimilative processes with other cultural groups. She 

nonetheless notes that the confession texts relate to abstract 

expressions of gods, such as the theion, and angeloi, Hosios and 

Dikaios.92 I interpret the abstract divine expressions in confession 

texts and elsewhere as signs of a new vocabulary for a changing 

attitude toward the divine, and that these things provide evidence of a 

movement toward monotheism.93 

Ricl, as Belayche, emphasises the messenger function of these figures, 

that they served a higher deity.94 Belayche says that the confessions 

themselves acknowledged the dunavmeiV, the powers, of the god,95 which 

had perhaps been neglected in devotion, thus causing a transgression.  

Schnabel’s commentary on the confession texts similarly brings out the 

power of the god perceived by the local community, and the visual 

impact on the passer-by.96 He, like Ricl, in his study is less interested 

in cultural cross interaction, more on the processes of confession. He 

does attempt to explain that the appearance of the confessions was the 

result of the spread of Christianity in the second and third centuries.97 

I am not convinced by his argument, as I think the new religious 

situation that was developing, of which the confession texts were a 

symptom, was a product of the presence new types of cults, new 

opportunities. Christianity was one new cult, one new opportunity. 

                                            
92 Ricl, “Forgotten Confession-Inscription,” 39-41. 
93 See discussion in Chapter Five. 
94 Ricl, “Forgotten Confession-Inscription,” 38; Belayche, “Individualization and 

Religious Rhetoric,” 247. 
95 Belayche, “Individualization and Religious Rhetoric,” 250. 
96 Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 167-8, referring to a stele from Kollyda (Petzl, 

“Beichtinschriften,” no. 6; TAM V I.213) inscribed upon which is the hope that the 

gods were propitiated through the public confession and erection of the stele, as far 

down as dia; tevkna tevknwn, e[ggon ejgovnwn – through the children of the children, the 

descendants of the descendants. This powerful message indicates that the confession 

was intended to be public and permanent.  
97 Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 182 ff.  
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Schnabel thus appears to follow a tradition of explaining pagan 

phenomena which might otherwise be interpreted as innovative or 

even monotheistic, as related to the overwhelming impact of 

Christianity rather than independent movement. 

Schnabel presents the confession texts as windows into the everyday 

lives of indigenous rural pagans.98 Mitchell similarly emphasises this 

in his view of the confessions.99 Schnabel pays close attention to the 

construction of the texts, the word for word descriptions, and posits 

interpretations. He brings out the specificity of offences recorded. Some 

of this detail is superfluous to this study. My concern is interpretation 

of the texts in the context of cultural assimilation with a view to 

discerning evidence of monotheistic practices.  

Schnabel concludes that the steles were set up to humiliate an offender 

and draw attention to the power of the god.100 I think the steles were 

more than a physical representation of humiliation. Posterity has 

powerful influence on a personal name, which those whose authored 

confessions would have been aware of through the visual imagery of 

other monuments and epigraphy around them. As Belayche has 

presented, the confession texts provided an opportunity for self-

expression of image and personal religious ideas.101 Even Schnabel 

notes the presence of ‘serial steles.’102 I suggest that multiple steles for 

the one offence was a means of ensuring the community were aware of 

the people involved, that they obeyed the gods and were worthy of 

personal status.  

In this study, I have worked directly with the confession texts more 

than secondary sources. Working with the primary sources has proven 

                                            
98 Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 168. 
99 Mitchell, Anatolia 1, 191. 
100 Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 178. 
101 Belayche, “Individualization and Religious Rhetoric,” 247. 
102 Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 164-5. These are occurrences in which more than one 

stele is set up for the same offence. Schnabel says this happens when people felt 

under pressure from the severity of their god of justice. 
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to be the most fruitful in discerning why they manifested and how they 

contributed to the presence of the religious situation in Asia Minor.  

 

3.5.2 Angeloi and abstract divinities in the religious environment 

The idea of mediation between people and gods is related to the 

practice of public confession. As Belayche suggests, the gods of justice 

mediated the power of a superior divinity.103 The angeloi served 

similar purposes. Their presence in the cultural environment was 

much more than the ‘angels’ we in the modern world immediately 

associate with Christian and Jewish religious context.  

In this thesis, I understand the presence of angeloi in religious 

expression reflected a hierarchical interpretation of the universe. The 

figures inhabit the hierarchy but are not found in the superior place at 

the top of the hierarchy. I present a version of this universal 

construction through a platonic lens in Chapter Six. It is from 

examination of the structure of the universe as described in the 

platonic philosophy that I suggest the alignment of the religious 

practices discussed here.104 I note that this is not the position of all 

scholars.105 

The abstractly named angeloi and the theion represent a new way of 

seeing god and gods, and new experiences of divine activity. They were 

products of the new religious situation in Asia Minor. Rhetorically they 

were the means of naming a superior divine power.106 This means that 

they represented a highest god that was separated from the created 

world and did not communicate except via mediation.  

                                            
103 Belayche, “Individualization and Religious Rhetoric,” 250. 
104 Especially as the universe is presented in Plato Timaios. 
105 See especially my comments on Nicole Belayche, “Angeloi in Religious Practices of 

the Imperial Roman East,” Henoch 32 (2010): 44-65 and “Individualization and 

Religious Rhetoric,” in this section below. 
106 Belayche, “Individualization and Religious Rhetoric,” 260. 
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Scholarship in the subject of angeloi devotion usually includes the 

names of other abstract figures such as the theion, Hosios and Dikaios, 

Theos Hypsistos and confession practices. These figures all involve 

mediation between levels of divinity. They were all part of the unique 

religious activities in Asia Minor that accompanied the new religious 

situation. In this study, I attempt to show that these practices were 

evidence of a changing environment in which many different groups 

interacted and exchanged ideas about god. 

Much has been written about angels and angeloi. The prominence of 

angels in biblical texts reflects and often distorts this in a specific 

direction. I have focussed on pagan sources in discussion of angeloi. 

This focus assists the purpose of discerning expressions of a highest 

god that emerged from the cultural environment among different 

minority cultural groups.  

From a non-biblical perspective, a significant starting point in angeloi 

research is from A. Sheppard, who compiles the pagan texts and offers 

interpretation on their meaning.107 He does not draw out the religious 

meaning of the angeloi, although he does draw a formal connection 

with Judaism.108 Sheppard focusses on the texts as they appear in 

Stratonikeia of Karia, where there is a cluster of evidence of the 

angeloi.  

Belayche offers a view of the angeloi which challenges any assumption 

that devotion to them may represent pagan monotheism.109 She argues 

that the phenomenon of angeloi devotion among pagans may be found 

                                            
107 A. R. R. Sheppard, “Pagan Cults of Angels in Roman Asia Minor,” Talanta 12/13 

(1980-81): 71-101. 
108 Sheppard, “Pagan Cults of Angels,” 77. 
109 Belayche, “Angeloi,” throughout the article. Sheppard, “Pagan Cults of Angels,” 77 

thinks similarly, naming pagan borrowing of the term angeloi without understanding 

of the monotheistic basis of Judaism. 
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within the structures of traditional pagan polytheistic practices.110 She 

begins from a base of working out how divine action is configured 

within the polytheistic framework.111 In order to enter this dialogue I 

must demonstrate in this study that there is a case for pagan 

monotheism within the cultural environment. This is what I set out to 

do in Chapter Six. 

Belayche critiques the role of scholarship shaped by the history of 

religions.112 She says this has misinformed contemporary 

understanding of angeloi and other abstractions as anything other 

than impersonalised beings which represented the intervention of 

divine powers.113 

Rangar Cline takes a similar position to Sheppard, studying the 

angeloi as they appear in the evidence rather than looking for religious 

influence.114 He concurs that the phenomenon of angeloi crosses 

religious traditions. This position aligns with my view on crossover 

between religious traditions. My point is that in the crossover, which 

takes place in the acculturating space between groups, monotheistic 

expression in a pagan context began to happen. The angeloi existed in 

these spaces. Cline uses evidence from all over the Roman Empire 

from the mid second to the mid fifth centuries. This makes his sweep of 

study much wider than the one intended here.  

Cline’s reference to the lesser status of the angeloi compared to the 

divinity whose power they manifested115 stands in contrast to 

                                            
110 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 46: “A priori, they do not show such a shift in the conception 

of the superior world that would call for an interpretative tool other than ritualistic 

polytheism.” 
111 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 62. 
112 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 45. Her example of a history of religions type of assessment of 

the occurrence and role of angeloi is Franz Cumont, Les religions orientales dans le 
paganisme romain (Paris: P. Guethner, 1906 [1929 ]); “Les anges du paganisme,” 

RHR 62 (1915): 159-182. 
113 Belayche, “Individualization and Religious Rhetoric,” 259-60. 
114 Rangar Cline, Ancient Angels: Conceptualizing Angeloi in the Roman Empire, 
(Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2011), xvii. 
115 Cline, Ancient Angels, 4. 
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Belayche’s position on the status of angeloi.116 Ricl similarly places the 

qeivw/ ajggelikw:/, the angelic divine, as inferior,117 which Belayche 

critiques.118 She prefers to interpret the expressions and combinations 

of the theion as indicating a superior world “in its otherness, great and 

adorned with all qualities when humans experience it in their 

world.”119 The messenger of divine status is the angelos. The divine 

nature itself is theion.  

Belayche does not see either the angeloi or other abstract agents as 

inferior.120 Rather she interprets them as divine or semi-divine beings 

which manifested a supreme god, or were in its service. She describes 

her study as relating to the ontology of the divine figures, that their 

nature as supernatural powers, and the abstract expression (theion) 

and imagery (angeloi), were a way to speak of divine intervention in 

the world.121  

Mediation was a role the angeloi and other abstract divinities fulfilled. 

Cline uses the Stratonikeia evidence to show that the angelos there 

only served as a messenger.122 He offers a different interpretation to 

Belayche. 

Mediation was an inevitable action in a hierarchically constructed 

universe based on Plato’s modelling. In this model, a superior divinity 

was remote and inaccessible to the human world. Whilst mediation 

was a necessary fact of a universe constructed this way, in order that 

there may be communication and access, the evidence of angeloi 

functioning as messengers was uncommon.123 Belayche says this is 

                                            
116 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 59. 
117 Ricl, “A Forgotten Confession Inscription,” 40-4. 
118 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 59. 
119 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 59. 
120 Belayche, “Individualization and Religious Rhetoric,” 259-60. 
121 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 47. 
122 Cline, Ancient Angels, 60. 
123 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 55-6. There are only two textual references to communication 

via angelos in the confessions. These can be found in Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” nos. 

3, 38. Belayche says regarding the fact that there are only two examples of angeloi in 
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because any pagan god can act in the role of a messenger without 

losing status.124 If so, it indicates that pagan gods were multifunctional 

in a way that perhaps people did not perceive the Jewish and 

Christian god. This means it is Belayche’s understanding of the 

multifunctionality of pagan gods which causes her to say that the 

pagan angeloi operated in a polytheistic environment. 

In summary, Belayche introduces a change in the usual equivalence 

between angelos and theion.125 Neither angelos nor theion were 

subordinate to a remote higher divinity. She describes them as 

modalities of the intervention of supernatural powers upon the world, 

expressed through a personalised form.126 Her position is that angelos 

and theion were divine power manifesting through various 

modalities.127 If this is so, she says the angelic figures should not form 

part of any construction of a cosmic hierarchy. Angeloi inhabiting a 

cosmic hierarchy is a common modern understanding which according 

to Belayche, is influenced by the usual inherited interpretation of 

angels which she has sought to dismantle in this paper.  

Belayche’s expertise has been helpful in clarifying where my 

understanding agrees with and departs from her understanding of the 

function of angeloi and the other abstract divine agents. I discern from 

her insights that I cannot presume pagan monotheism as a given in 

Asia Minor. I must first establish that the cultural environment did 

function as an enabling matrix for monotheism before I can argue that 

devotion to angeloi and theion and Theos Hypsistos were expressions 

of a monotheistic understanding of god. 

                                            
the corpus of confession texts that: “the awareness of the existence of a mediator in 

the course of divine interventions was not a common pattern, even in a context of 

glorification of the deities and their powers.”  
124 Belayche, “Individualization and Religious Rhetoric,’ 251-2. 
125 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 65. 
126 Belayche, “Angloi,” 65. 
127 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 65 note 290 citing CMRDM 1 no. 85; TAM V 1 (1981) no. 186; 

Haspels, Highlands of Phrygia, 337, no. 104. 
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I am also challenged by Belayche’s view that people outside of the 

intellectual elite of the time did not conceive of a hierarchical 

construction of the universe into which the angeloi were placed. It is 

this non-platonic view of the universe, which I interpret as having no 

space for division between higher and lesser divinities, that leads 

Belayche to say that angeloi, theion and other abstractions were 

equally divine in status.  

 

3.6 Pagan monotheism  

The topic of pagan monotheism is vast. There have been many 

different interpretations of the religious practices I present in this 

thesis as evidence of pagan monotheism. Scholarship in pagan 

monotheism covers studies about the legitimacy of naming pagan 

monotheism as a religious category reflective of the cultural 

environment of Asia Minor.128 It also includes Jewish monotheism at 

the edges, especially the phenomenon of the theosebeis, or god-

worshippers,129 and cultic evidence of worship of one highest god, 

Theos Hypsistos.130 These religious expressions interacted with 

traditional pagan religion, Christianity and Judaism. 

I have elected not to enter arguments about naming types of pagan 

monotheism. This is so I do not overload the topic with detail which 

detracts from the purpose of uncovering the cultural environment of 

                                            
128 I especially note the contributions to Athanassiadi and Frede, Pagan Monotheism 
in Late Antiquity, and Mitchell and Van Nuffelen, One God. 
129 Discussions on the theosebeis can be found in Angelos Chaniotis, “The Jews of 

Aphrodisias: New Evidence and an Old Problem,” SCI 21 (2002): 209-42; Trebilco, 

Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 145-64; Louis H. Feldman, “The Omnipresence 

of the God-Fearers,” BAR 12/2 (1986): 58-63 and “Proselytes and Sympathizers in the 

Light of the New Inscriptions from Aphrodisias,” REJ 148/3-4 (1989): 265-305; Joyce 

Reynolds and Robert Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers at Aphrodisias: Greek 
Inscriptions with Commentary, Texts from the Excavations Conducted at 

Aphrodisias by Kenan T. Erim, The Cambridge Philological Society, (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1987). 
130 For scholarship on Theos Hypsistos, see below discussion of Stephen Mitchell’s 

works. 
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Asia and determining if it did support the different types of 

monotheism. I begin from a working basis that pagan monotheism did 

exist and may legitimately be named as such.131 I do however, 

acknowledge that this is not uniformly accepted. I have attempted to 

include the work of scholars with alternative views than those I 

present on the topic of pagan monotheism.132 

The scholarly discussion on language for defining what is monotheism, 

and what type of adjective suitably applies in a particular context is 

extensive. Scholars have applied a large amount of detail in this 

area.133 I give a brief overview, preferring not to be tied down by 

restrictive terminology. I offer the general term, ‘pagan monotheism’ to 

cover monotheistic attitude and expression in cult and theology that 

differs from traditional pagan religion.  

Stephen Mitchell’s scholarship in the subject of pagan monotheism is 

authoritative and informs much of the research I have gathered here. 

Mitchell directed a research project on pagan monotheism at the 

University of Exeter from 2004 to 2007. One of the products of this 

project was an international conference in 2006.134 Another was the 

production of a volume of articles which have been useful in preparing 

                                            
131 I say this was the case even in the period before Christianity became the 

mainstream religious tradition. I base my assertions on the weight of evidence which 

I have accessed in this study and which contributes to this presentation of the wider 

cultural environment. 
132 Such as Nicole Belyache. See Chapter Seven. 
133 Examples include: Angelos Chaniotis, “Megatheism: the search for the almighty 

god and the competition of cults,” in Mitchell and Van Nuffelen, One God, 113; H. S. 

Versnel, “Thrice One: Three Greek Experiments in Oneness,” in B. Nevling Porter 

(ed.), One God or Many? (Transactions of the Casco Bay Assyriological Institute, Vol. 

1, 2000), 86-7; Peter Van Nuffelen, “Pagan monotheism as a religious phenomenon,” 

in Mitchell and Van Nuffelen, One God, 17. 
134 The conference proceedings have previously been available at 

www.huss.ex.ac.uk/classics/conferences/pagan_monotheism/home.html However at 

the time of writing this the site was no longer accessible. 

http://www.huss.ex.ac.uk/classics/conferences/pagan_monotheism/home.html
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this work.135 Mitchell’s volume builds on work which was previously 

undertaken and produced in 1999.136  

Mitchell’s main area of expertise within the field of pagan monotheism 

is in the study of evidence of Theos Hypsistos. Mitchell bases his work 

on epigraphical evidence and archaeological monuments. Mitchell’s 

comprehensive 1999137 and updated 2010138 catalogues of inscriptions 

for cults of Theos Hypsistos illustrate his use of epigraphy to 

substantiate his claims for pagan monotheism. I have found in these 

works that Mitchell presumes pagan monotheism as a fact, and that 

readers are familiar with it. This leads to some gaps which the reader 

is left to fill, especially if the earlier Anatolia volumes are not known. 

In the Anatolia volumes Mitchell lays much groundwork in the 

religious environment, particularly in the areas of indigenous rural 

cults, confession practices, divine justice, and the reference to abstract 

deities. These areas inform the occurrences of pagan monotheism. 

Mitchell uses the example of the theological oracle from Oinoanda 

which I study in Chapter Nine, in several of his works.139 He describes 

the oracle as a monotheistic text deriving from a cultic context of Theos 

Hypsistos. This context appears to be correct, judging from other 

inscriptions found in the same area.140 Mitchell claims that the cult of 

Theos Hypsistos provides evidence of a trend in the second and third 

                                            
135 Mitchell and Van Nuffelen, One God. Within this work the editors note the 

contribution and leadership in the field of pagan monotheism by Michael Frede. 
136 Athanassiadi and Frede, Pagan Monotheism in Late Antiquity. Some of this work 

lies outside of this thesis range and relates to the period in which pagan monotheism 

became more recognised as a resistance to the dominance of Christianity. I discuss 

this in Chapter Six.  
137 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos.” Catalogue of inscriptions at 128-47. 
138 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos.” Catologue of 

inscriptions at 198-208. 
139 Especially of relevance to this work, is “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” “Further 

thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” and “Inscriptions from Melli (Kocaaliler) in 

Pisidia,” AS 53 (2003): 139-59. 
140 CIG 4380n2; A. S. Hall, “The Klarian Oracle at Oenoanda,” ZPE 32 (1978): 265. 

The Chromatis inscription, discussed in Chapter Eight, is the votive dedication of one 

woman to Theos Hypsistos. Further contextual evidence of Theos Hypsistos and the 

Oinoanda oracle has been more recently found: “The Oinoanda Report,” Deutsches 
Archäologisches Institut (2008). 



 

109 

 

centuries CE to worship a single god, remote from the world and 

abstract in identification.141 He contrasts this trend to concurrent 

worship of the anthropomorphic gods of conventional paganism. This 

validates North’s proposal that there was religious change in the 

cultural environment.142 Mitchell also provides evidence of cults of 

Theos Hypsistos dating back to the Hellenistic period. He suggests 

they were likely part of the indigenous Anatolian religious tradition.143 

As appealing as this suggestion is, I suggest there is insufficient 

evidence to carry this claim. 

Mitchell was subject to significant critique of some claims made in his 

1999 article on Theos Hypsistos.144 This critique he acknowledged and 

attempted to redress in his 2010 work. This is notable in the way he 

discusses evidence of Zeus Hypsistos as separate from the rest of the 

hypsistos corpus.145 In the earlier study Mitchell grouped together 

Zeus Hypsistos and Theos Hypsistos. In Chapter Seven I discuss the 

distinct difference in religious expression between Zeus Hypsistos and 

Theos Hypsistos devotion. In his 2010 study Mitchell recognises the 

closer connection of Zeus Hypsistos cults with mainstream 

paganism.146 

An area of divergence among scholars interested in the religious 

phenomena of Asia Minor is whether Theos Hypsistos referred to only 

one god, or whether any god who was considered highest at the time 

and in a certain circumstance, could be called Theos Hypsistos.147 It 

                                            
141 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 92. 
142 North expounds the idea of religious change in, “Development of Religious 

Pluralism,” and “Disguising Change.” 
143 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 109.  
144 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 168. Critique 

included that he treated cults of Theos Hypsistos like any other pagan cult, and that 

the phenomenon of Theos Hypsistos worship could be described as a unity of 

expression. 
145 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 171. 
146 Particularly with the Macedonian examples. It is less clear at Stratonikeia. 
147 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 169 addresses this 

question. He notes disagreement with N. Belayche, “Hypsistos: une voie de 
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seems there is evidence that Theos Hypsistos was one god worshipped 

in cult,148 and also that it was a name for gods used out of deference in 

a certain context.149 There is also evidence of Theos Hypsistos usage 

with Judaism.150 Theos Hypsistos dedications in Jewish and pagan 

contexts provides evidence of acculturation. The effects of 

acculturation can be seen in inscriptions in which it is difficult to 

decide if the dedication to Theos Hypsistos is pagan or Jewish.151 

Mitchell alludes to assimilative processes, but like Trebilco, Levine and 

others, does not use the terminology of assimilation theory to describe 

the interaction of cultural groups.152 Mitchell tends toward sweeping 

statements concerning evidence of Theos Hypsistos, and in other broad 

cultural and religious areas. He says that the Greek and Roman 

worlds shared common religious ideas, that these were part of their 

shared culture.153 My research question challenges me to think that 

the cultural environment was more complex than absolute statements 

can contain. I am attentive to the wider research into the cultural 

environment, particularly by points made by North, Belayche, Strelan 

and Trebilco which I have discussed in this chapter. The combined 

research areas of these scholars have highlighted that there was not a 

uniform culture across the ancient world. Minority groups especially, 

                                            
l’exaltation des dieux dans le polythéisme gréco-romain,” in Archiv für 
Religionsgeschichte 7 (2005a): 40.  
148 As Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 170 claims. 
149 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 132 writes: “that a number of 

different gods were thought of as the Supreme deity or the ‘Highest god,’ quite 

independently of Jewish influence.” He says that Hypsistos was a vague reference, 

with the exact deity uncertain to anyone other than the dedicant.  
150 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 127-44 on Theos Hypsistos and 

Judaism. See also A. Thomas Kraabel, “ }UyistoV,” 81-93 and subsequent publications 

on the excavations at Sardis. CIJ 769 from Akmonia in the context of the sickle curse 

from the LXX. See case study of the Jewish community at Akmonia in Chapter Two. 
151 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 112-13 uses examples of a curse formula 

on a tombstone from Akmonia to highlight the difficulty in determining which 

context a dedication to Theos Hypsistos came from. See Trebilco, Jewish 
Communities in Asia Minor, 74-5; Ramsay, Cities and Bishoprics, 652 no. 563; CIG 
769. 
152 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 169-70. 
153 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 169. 
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emphasised differing and distinct religious ideas, differing cultural 

patterns from mainstream Hellenism.   

 

3.7 Summary of scholarship 

In this chapter, I have given a brief overview of modern scholarship in 

key areas connected with the thesis question. In Asia Minor are 

expressions of a highest god found beyond mainstream culture, in 

minority group contexts? If so, does the cultural environment itself 

provide the means, the matrix, for this to happen? Areas which 

prepare the groundwork for answering this include: broader studies in 

the cultural environment of Asia Minor, more detailed examination of 

minority cultural groups, the changing religious situation, and the 

religious practices emerging from this environment. The areas 

mentioned above are large. In this review of scholarship, I have 

engaged in subtopics to channel the field of research effectively and 

draw out key themes. These themes are elucidated through the study 

of Hellenisation and Romanisation, minority group influence, the role 

of the individual in effecting change, and distinctive religious practices 

which can be linked with monotheism. The subtopics are intended to 

contain the study and rationalise the material contained in the thesis 

chapters. 

Within these key areas and the subtopics within the areas, I have 

engaged Stephen Mitchell and Greg Woolf in Hellenisation and 

Romanisation, Paul Trebilco in Jewish minority groups, Nicole 

Belayche and John North in the changing religious situation and the 

role of the individual. Belayche, Ricl and Mitchell, among others, have 

both challenged and assisted in analysing the range of religious 

practices, including versions of monotheism, distinctive to the religious 

situation and the vibrant cultural environment of Asia Minor. 
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These scholars are among those who have built a significant body of 

knowledge in the areas mentioned above. My question fits into a newer 

emphasis in scholarship on the ancient social and cultural context of 

Asia Minor. The research contained in these pages enters a gap 

between traditional historical and archaeological approaches and the 

social sciences and cultural anthropology. 
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4. THE CULTURAL ENVIRONMENT 

OF ASIA MINOR 
 

The cultural environment of Asia Minor was made up of human beings 

as distinct groups and as individuals. This environment was formed by 

the relationships of people and their interactions and influences in the 

communities and wider societies in which they lived. In this chapter, I 

describe the cultural environment of Asia Minor in the first to the 

third centuries CE. The cultural environment is the context for setting 

the thesis question. I am looking to discover how people in different 

groups approached god beyond the margins of mainstream culture and 

in traditional settings.  

I focus on two main groups in this chapter; indigenous, mainly rural 

groups, and urban cultural groups. There are sufficient differences 

between city and country to consider these groups separately, the 

factors of Hellenisation and Romanisation affected both urban and 

rural groups. I discuss the impact of Hellenisation and Romanisation 

here, along with language usage, the imperial cult, and minority group 

ethnic distinction. These factors influenced the interaction of rural and 

urban groups with each other and with the cultural mainstream and 

contributed to the distinct environment of Asia Minor.  

The findings of this chapter suggest that the cultural environment 

supported a changing religious situation. The findings prepare the way 

for discussion in the following chapter on cultural change and a 

religious context in which monotheistic expressions of god arose.  
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4.1 Cultural groups inhabiting Asia Minor 

The cultural groups inhabiting Asia Minor are the human context for 

this study. The human context is the space in which culture developed. 

The word ‘culture’ incorporates the human aspects of the environment, 

including the social, religious, political, economic and intellectual. As 

anthropologist Edward Tylor wrote as far back as 1871, culture is all 

“knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom and any other capabilities 

and habits acquired by man (sic) as a member of society.”1 This 

meaning has stayed constant in modern history.2 All the aspects of 

culture interact with each other in the environment. Not one aspect of 

culture operates in isolation. This means that the assimilation 

processes studied as part of this thesis were complex phenomena 

which incorporated multiple aspects of culture. 

As assessed in Chapter Two, the cultural mainstream of Asia Minor in 

the first three imperial centuries was Hellenism, and Hellenism was 

mostly found in urban contexts.3 The cultural processes of Hellenism 

are described as Hellenisation. Within urban Hellenisation people 

expressed significant degrees of Graeco-Roman acculturation. Different 

cultural and ethnic groups existed both within and outside of, and 

interacted with, the Hellenistic cultural mainstream. Collectively these 

groups made up the human cultural environment. Rural indigenous 

groups and urban cultural groups inhabited Asia Minor and these 

interacted with mainstream Hellenism through processes of 

assimilation, creating a diverse, distinctive Asian environment in the 

imperial era.  

                                            
1 Quoted in Colin Renfrew and Paul Bahn, Archaeology: Theories, Methods, Practice 
(New York: Thames & Hudson, 1991), 9.  
2 The Macquarie Australian Dictionary describes culture as: “the sum total of ways of 

living built up by a group of human beings, which is transmitted from one generation 

to another.” This modern definition shows the general meaning of culture remains 

unchanged. 
3 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 88. 
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In addition to the many indigenous groups in western Asia Minor, 

migrating peoples also numbered among the diverse inhabitants: 

Greeks, Romans, Egyptians, Syrians, Persians, among others. Each 

group had customs and religious practices which made them distinct. 

Within the environment of Asia Minor Jews existed as ethnically 

distinct through religious and social practices. Christians also grew 

into cultural groups from the first century CE. Christian groups had 

much in common with Judaism. They shared a religious background, 

and relationships between Jews and Christians were complex and 

interconnected in the first three imperial centuries.4 When Christian 

communities formed they were not ethnically distinct, which differed 

from Jewish groups. Members of Christian communities came from 

different ethnic and social backgrounds.5 

Following is a discussion of indigenous and urban groups and an 

assessment of their assimilation. 

 

4.2 Indigenous cultural groups 

Indigenous cultural groups are those which originated in Anatolia6 and 

exhibited the ethnic characteristics of a region. They stood apart from 

mainstream Hellenistic groups which grew up in, or were transformed 

by, Greek culture. For the purposes of this study I refer to indigenous 

groups as those which were present before Hellenisation of the cultural 

mainstream. If Hellenisation began to take place after the movement 

                                            
4 See for example, Paula Fredriksen, “Judaizing the Nations: The Ritual Demands of 

Paul’s Gospel,” NTS 56 (2010): 232-52 on the interwoven relationships between Jews 

and early Christians. 
5 I discuss Christian communities in Chapter Nine. 
6 Anatolia is a name used of the area of Asia Minor which by 450 BCE and the 

Hellenisation of the cultural mainstream, was made up of: Lydia, Lykia, Karia, 

Mysia, Bithynia, Phrygia, Galatia, Lykaonia, Pisidia, Paphlagonia, Cilicia and 

Cappadocia. In Roman times, the area became various provinces, of which Asia was 

one. 
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of Alexander (d.323 BCE) then indigenous groups were all those 

present before the middle of the fourth century BCE.7  

Indigenous groups were mainly found away from major Hellenistic 

urban centres.8 Even so, through the business of trade, travel, 

commerce and employment, contact between indigenous people and 

urban dwellers occurred leading to degrees of assimilation.9 The cities 

and villages along important trade routes in Asia Minor were  

culturally diverse.10 The proximity of Asia Minor in the east to the 

frontiers of the Roman Empire meant there was contact with and 

passage through Asia of a diversity of racial and cultural groups. As 

North suggests, the eastern empire contained, “complex populations of 

diverse ethnic origins.”11 Although indigenous gods tended to be 

regional,12 they could become fashionable in cities.13 Indigenous groups 

                                            
7 This designation must be flexible. I doubt any claim that the Jewish people and 

their god were indigenous to Asia Minor will receive much credit, yet if there were 

Jewish settlers living in Asia Minor prior to Alexander it is likely they would have 

considered themselves native to the region they inhabited, not to Palestine, even if 

ethnically connected to their ancestors in Palestine.  
8 Noting Ricl, “Society and Economy,” 79, that differences between villages and urban 

centres were not always clearly defined. 
9 Strelan’s study, “The Languages of the Lycus Valley,” on the use of Greek as a 

second languge as part of trade interactions attests to variable assimilation among 

rural groups.  
10 On the interactions of rural indigenous groups and towns and cities see for 

example, Mitchell, Anatolia 1 and 2; Strelan, “Languages of the Lycus Valley,” 86 on 

the trade and business dealings. See also Ulrich Huttner, Early Christianity in the 
Lycus Valley, (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 20-23 on primary business and trade in the 

valley. 
11 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 180-81. 
12 Mitchell, “Ethnicity,” 128-9 suggests that pagan gods were identified by place or 

group of people inhabiting a region. Thus the indigenous names of a god such as Mēn 

included place names such as Mh;n =AxiotthvnoV, Mēn of Axiotta. The prominent place 

of sanctuaries within rural communities affirms the tendency of regionality and 

indigenous gods. See Ricl, “Society and Economy.” 
13 For example, cults of the indigenous mother god would sometimes become 

fashionable in cities. Cults of these local deities were open to adaptation and 

Hellenisation, including the loss of her original names. In Asia, the incorporation of 

the mother god into cities resulted in her indigenous names receding and through 

assimilation taking on the identity of Athene. S. R. F. Price, Rituals and Power: The 
Roman Cult in Imperial Asia Minor, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 

97 refers to the indigenous Mētēr Zizimmene who migrated into Ikonium and took 

the name Minerva/Athene Zizimmene – IGRIII 1471; JHS 38 (1918): 170-2. See 

Mitchell, Anatolia 2, 18 citing W. Ramsay, JHS 38 (1918): 107ff. Another example is 

the Ephesian Artemis, whose iconography reflects a fertility figure based on 

indigenous mother forms rather than the austere hunter of Graeco-Roman religion.  
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followed many gods.14 Name, location and cult attributes differentiated 

deities indigenous to Asia Minor. The fusion of gods and cults which 

was part of the process of Hellenisation complicated the identification 

of gods. Stephen Mitchell summarises four groups of cults which made 

up the indigenous religious environment of ancient Anatolia: cults of 

Zeus, of the various mother gods, of Mēn, and the gods of justice and 

vengeance.15 All these groups were found in Phrygia, most of Lydia, 

Mysia, Bithynia, Galatia, Lykaonia and northern Pisidia.  

Indigenous ethnic groups were spread across Anatolia. An ethnic group 

is a minority group within a larger or dominant cultural group which 

has a common cultural tradition. Indigenous Anatolian groups were 

closely related to their religious cults, and rural communities were 

mostly centred around a local sanctuary.16 Ricl describes the place of 

the sanctuary for indigenous groups as, “not only a simple place of cult 

but a pre-state ethnological entity founded on a patrimonial base.”17 

From this description, indigenous groups might be considered as 

deriving ethnic identity from the place of the sanctuary. Distinction of 

indigenous groups is more notable through ethnicity than by cult 

identification. This is because people could belong to multiple cults, 

and more than one god could inhabit a sanctuary.  

Belayche suggests that contemporary scholarship which takes 

postcolonial perspectives has motivated recent interest in studies of 

local or indigenous cults.18 I am not taking a postcolonial perspective, 

but I appreciate that scholarship in this field seeks out local and 

indigenous culture and influences against a dominant mainstream. In 

                                            
14 The names of indigenous gods differed between localities, and were similarly 

shared between communities. They are too numerous to repeat, Schnabel, “Divine 

Tyranny,” 160-188 provides comprehensive insight into the number of different 

indigenous cults involved in the area of confession and penance. For an example of 

the diversification of deities between villages see 173-4.  
15 Mitchell, Anatolia 2, 19. 
16 Ricl, “Society and Economy,” 77. 
17 Ricl, “Society and Economy,” 77. 
18 Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 245. 
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the context of indigenous groups in ancient Asia Minor, a postcolonial 

perspective looks for evidence of activity of indigenous groups as 

distinct from Hellenistic or Roman, or especially from the second 

century CE, Christian, influences. A postcolonial methodology sits 

comfortably with assimilation theory as it gives further nuanced 

insights into cultural groups in Asia Minor.  

 

4.3 The impact of Hellenisation and Romanisation on indigenous 

groups 

Hellenistic culture was tolerant of indigenous groups and no active 

effort was made to transform rural culture.19 Exposure to mainstream 

Hellenistic cultural influences on indigenous groups happened in the 

ordinary course of marketplace interaction, public events, trade and 

commerce. Through acculturation and integration, the processes of 

Hellenisation affected the smaller indigenous groups.  

Rural pagan culture was distinctive from urban. It was less Hellenised 

and morally more conservative.20 People understood their lives and the 

wellbeing of their communities as governed by the will of the gods.21 

With this focus of dependence on divine activity, the gods of justice and 

vengeance were especially prominent.22 In Mitchell’s judgement, the 

prevalence of cults dedicated to indigenous deities in rural regions 

reflects “the authentic Phrygian environment.”23 In this environment 

the influence of Hellenistic culture was minimal.24 

                                            
19 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 88; Woolf, “Becoming Roman, 

Staying Greek,” 131. 
20 Mitchell, Anatolia 2, 36. 
21 Dependence on gods for livelihood was common between country and city, except 

that the gods of justice were seen to be more actively involved in the justice system 

than human made laws and institutions. This will be explained further in the next 

chapter under the section on transgression, confession, penance.  
22 Ricl, “Society and Economy,” 100. 
23 Mitchell, Anatolia 2, 25. 
24 Strelan, “Languages of the Lycus Valley,” 77 refers to the Lykos Valley in Phrygia 

as being a Hellenised environment, yet also states on pages 85-6 that the valley was 

not heavily populated or urbanised and that most people lived in small towns or on 
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The ubiquity of temples in both cities and country suggests that cult 

activities and dependence on gods for livelihood was a shared human 

experience. In rural areas, away from the direct political influences of 

cities and human laws and institutions, communities looked to the 

gods of justice to be active agents in settling disputes.25 The situation 

of rural people and their sense of dependence on the gods for livelihood 

is explained carefully by Ricl.26 She discusses that in the less 

Hellenised rural environment, removed from the direct political 

influence of cities, the sanctuary provided a central meeting place of a 

community – the place of worship, justice provision, decision making. 

In the country, the dedication of a sanctuary occurred before the 

establishment of a settlement.27 The primacy of ensuring sacred space 

and the beneficence of the gods was as important in the country as in 

the city.28 Settlements developed around the sanctuary, making it a 

centre of rural life. The alignment of a settlement around a sanctuary 

suggests the people shared a sense that the land and its produce, the 

people and animals, all belonged to the gods and existed under the care 

of gods. The needs of crop success, and the well-being of the people and 

their animals was a daily reality in areas remote from the city.  

Sometimes rural sanctuaries grew in prominence so significantly that 

they took over nearby towns and cities. This happened with the oracle 

centres of Didyma-Miletos and Klaros-Kolophon.29 In this instance, the 

                                            
estates or in small rural villages. If the valley was not highly urbanised, it might 

indicate a less Hellenised context than Strelan intimates. This also strengthens his 

case for the multiplicity of language use within that context. Huttner, Early 
Christianity, 28 agrees that there was “intensive Hellenization of the Lycus Valley,” 

and that this overshadowed indigenous ethnic identity, and at 40, that the Valley 

was densly urban. 
25 Ricl, “Society and Economy,” 100. 
26 Ricl, “Society and Economy.” 
27 Ricl, “Society and Economy,” 77.   
28 In many Greek and Roman cities temples were built first, on a level topped hill or 

mound, and the rest of the city spread out from that important founding place. 
29 H. W. Parke, The Oracles of Apollo in Asia Minor, (London: Croom Helm, 1985), 

112. 
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success of these rural sites became so great that they became sites of 

international pilgrimage.  

As aspects of Romanisation affected Asia Minor there were changes in 

the physical rural landscape. Distinctive Roman architecture 

appeared, such as aqueducts for improved water supply, and villas for 

wealthy citizens.30 Land holdings increased as the imperial period 

progressed. Already large cities increased in size and smaller cities 

experienced less growth.31 More cities appeared and by the second 

century CE many people identified themselves by belonging to a 

certain city.32 Under Roman control urbanisation increased and rural 

life declined.33 In this process, Hellenisation further permeated into 

previously rural indigenous dominated land. 

The overarching imperial culture in Asia Minor subjected ethnic 

identity in a way that Hellenisation did not. Before Roman rule but 

after the sweep of Hellenisation through Asia, indigenous groups 

existed in territories defined by natural boundaries such as 

watercourses,34 and the boundaries were more flexible.35 These 

boundaries changed over time with indigenous group activity. The 

flexibility of boundaries enabled mutual acculturation to occur between 

indigenous groups. Cultural practices, religion and ideology were 

exchanged in the boundary areas.36  

The Romans divided Asia Minor into administrative provinces and 

assize districts which took no account of previous ethnic territories.37 

The Roman authoritative system involved clear boundaries. Groups of 

                                            
30 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 126. 
31 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 125. 
32 Mitchell, “Ethnicity,” 127; Huttner, Early Christianity, 27. 
33 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 125. 
34 Huttner, Early Christianity, 27. 
35 Mitchell, “Ethnicity,” 122; Strabo Geography 13.4.12. 
36 Mitchell, “Ethnicity,” 120. 
37 Mitchell, “Ethnicity,” 122. Mitchell’s understanding of ‘ethnic’ is based on Strabo’s 

use of e[qnh to refer to the indigenous Anatolian groups inhabiting Asia Minor. Strabo 

13.3.2.  
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reorganised people became known as koinav, koina – common groups. 

The Romans intended the koina to be provincial associations. Each 

corresponded to an administrative province, or to a section of an 

administrative province.38 The koina were dependent on a Roman 

grant of permission to operate. Indigenous groups that were powerful 

in Asia Minor before the Romans, such as the Phrygians, Pisidians and 

Isaurians did not receive status as koina. Of these three, Tatian 

mentions the worth of the Phrygians and Isaurians in the opening 

lines of his Oration ad Graecos.39 The Romans divided Phrygia into the 

provinces of Asia and Galatia, potentially indicating that they 

perceived strong indigenous groups as a threat to Roman authority. 

Following Roman rule, official attempts to encourage interaction 

between cultural groups only involved the elite and were of limited 

value in promoting real exchange at informal level or generating any 

sense of ethnically based community.40 

Roman authority was also applied to Jews in the empire, especially in 

relation to taxation, whether they practiced Jewish customs or not.41 

All Jews were grouped together without consideration for 

diversification within the groups.42 From evidence of the experience of 

indigenous groups in Asia Minor and Jewish groups around the 

                                            
38 Mitchell, “Ethnicity,” 125. 
39 Tatian Oratio ad Graecos 1. Tatian is challenging his Greek audience to look 

beyond their preconceived bias against the barbaroi. The value of augury to the 

Greeks from the Phrygians and Isaurians is here named. 
40 Mitchell, “Ethnicity,” 126. Provincial gatherings involved the wealthy who 

functioned as priests, magistrates and city delegates. They were culturally 

mainstream Greek. Greek was the primary identification of the wealthy over ethnic 

identification. 
41 Suetonius Domitianus 12.2. Following the Roman defeat of Judaea in 70 CE the 

emperor Vespasian instigated a tax on Jews within the empire which his successor 

Domitian followed up with severity: praeter ceteros Iudaicus fiscus acerbissime actus 

est – more than the rest he enacted the Jewish tax most harshly. He acted against 

those who professed Judaism openly as much as those who did not, either to avoid 

the tax or because they did not identify ethnically or culturally as Jews. 
42 At least for the purposes of taxation, as the example from Suetonius quoted above 

shows. 
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empire, Roman practice toward minority cultural groups consistently 

undervalued ethnic diversity. 

Roman authoritative practices in Asia Minor required indigenous 

groups to assimilate at a formal structural assimilation, or group 

integrational level. Group integration required conformity to the 

mainstream culture. The people were integrated into structures that 

suited the official purposes of the governing authority. There were 

some advantages to integrating, at least for wealthy rural provincials. 

Advantages included political leverage with Roman officials, 

acquisition of civic positions and representation in wider contexts.43  

Most people however were not involved in decision making. For most 

people, the dominant Roman system remade traditional ethnic 

boundaries. The Roman administrative processes impacted on 

indigenous groups more than the influences of Hellenisation, which did 

not actively impose burdens on indigenous groups.44 Indigenous 

cultural groups prior to Roman rule were acculturated with 

neighbouring indigenous groups. Groups assimilated Hellenistic 

culture as they encountered it, taking up elements and leaving others 

whilst maintaining ethnic distinction, at least in many rural and semi-

rural contexts.  

The important distinctions between Hellenistic and Roman culture are 

highlighted in the rural cultural environment. Hellenisation of the 

cultural mainstream did not impact on rural groups to the same degree 

as Romanisation. Within a Hellenistic cultural mainstream, rural 

group boundaries were permitted to remain flexible and there was 

expression of ethnic difference between groups. This allowed an 

                                            
43 Positions for wealthy Asians included the imperial priesthood, the asiarchate, and 

other official governing roles. See Steven Friesen, “Asiarchs,” ZPE 126 (1999): 275-

90. 
44 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 88 on the toleration of indigenous 

groups in the Hellenistic cultural environment, based on Hellenisation being an 

urban feature, and indigenous groups mostly belonging to rural areas. 
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ongoing process of acculturation between rural groups and the 

mainstream. Under Roman authority the imposition of formal 

boundaries restricted the interaction of indigenous groups and limited 

the opportunity for ethnic difference to colour the countryside. 

Powerful groups did not receive status as koina, indicating indigenous 

autonomy was perceived as a threat to Roman authority. The Roman 

cultural base was thus different from Hellenism.45  

 

4.4 Language usage as an indicator of indigenous group assimilation 

An appraisal of the evidence of indigenous language usage assists in 

building a view of the rural cultural environment. Indigenous language 

retention beyond Hellenisation and Romanisation signifies resistance 

to, or dissimilation from the cultural mainstream. It suggests the 

tenacity of indigenous groups and the strength of rural communities. 

Indigenous languages were many and varied in Asia Minor leading up 

to and beyond Hellenisation of the cultural mainstream and even the 

establishment of Roman authority in Asia Minor. In Christian 

tradition, when Paul and Barnabas arrived at Lystra they were hailed 

as gods in an indigenous Lykaonian language:  

oi{ te o[cloi ijdovnteV o} ejpoivhsen Pau:loV ejph:ran th;n fwnh;n aujtw:n 
Lukaonisti; levgonteV, OiJ qeoi; oJmoiwqevnteV ajnqrwvpoiV katevbhsan 
pro;V hJma:V, ejkavloun te to;n Barnaba:n Diva, to;n de; Pau:lon +Ermh:n, 
ejpeidh; aujto;V h\n oJ hJgouvmenoV tou: lovgou.46 

and the crowd seeing what Paul did raised their voice in 

Lykaonian saying, the gods have come down in human form to 

us, and they called Barnabas Zeus, and Paul Hermes, since he 

was the one leading the speech. 

This one example from the biblical corpus indicates that indigenous 

languages continued to be spoken in at least certain contexts after 

                                            
45 This is discussed further below. 
46 Acts 14.11-12. 
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Hellenisation and into the imperial era. If Paul and Barnabas were in 

Lystra, as the Acts text indicates, then this indigenous language 

prevailed amongst the crowds even in a small urban environment.47 

How common was koine in Asia Minor?48 The above passage from Acts 

suggests that a common Greek language may not have prevailed as a 

primary language throughout all parts of Asia Minor. The bavrbaroi 

and Skuvqai, barbarians and Scythians of the Kolossian letter might 

also indicate the presence of other languages.49 Further inscriptional 

evidence discussed in this section supports the presence of multiple 

languages other than Greek.  

From central and western Asia Minor inscriptions containing versions 

of indigenous Phrygian have been discovered. The Phrygian language 

is derived from Dacia and Thrace. Phrygian language texts predating 

the first century CE are known as ‘old’ or ‘palaeo’ Phrygian. The letters 

were related to the Phoenician alphabet. Phrygian language texts from 

the first to the third century CE are referred to by linguists as 

Neophrygian. Letters are related to the Greek language. When Rick 

Strelan compiled his study on the languages of the Lykos Valley in 

Asia Minor, 120 extant inscriptions record Neophrygian text.50 The 

relationship of Neophrygian to the Greek alphabet suggests why it was 

likely to have been sustained through the imperial era. Half of the 

Neophrygian inscriptions contain Greek as well as Phrygian script, 

and almost all are funeral texts, with a small number of imprecations 

against grave theft.51 

                                            
47 Acts 14.8: ejn LuvstroiV – in Lystra. 
48 Koine Greek, from koinhv, common, is applied to the Greek language that developed 

through hellenisation of Asia Minor. It was a dialect that was spoken in most places, 

especially cities. 
49 Kol. 3.11. Assimilation theory affirms that migrating racial groups brought with 

them into Asia their own languages, gods, and distinctive cultural customs. 
50 Strelan, “The Languages of the Lycus Valley,” 96. 
51 Strelan, “The Languages of the Lycus Valley,” 96-7. 
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The following epitaph from Sϋlϋklϋ in south Galatia suggests Phrygian 

influence: 

 NoumivsioV    Noumisios 

 ijdiva gunhci; =A-   (made) the favour of a 

 mia mnh:V kavr-   memorial to his own wife Amia 

 i {cavrin} kai; DovmnoV   and Domnos for the favour of a  

 ijdiva tugaqere    memorial to his own daughter 

 mnh:V kavri {cavrin} sin  to his own 

 ijdiva qrefth: {qrepth:}   house reared girl   

 =AmiaV52    Amias 

Local Phrygian influence may be noted in the correction in the 

inscription of the words kavri to cavrin, and qrefth: to qrepth:.53 Variation 

in the spelling of gunhciv and tugaqere appear to be regional variations 

of the common Greek words for woman/wife and daughter, and are also 

likely influenced by the local Phrygian dialect.  

The persistence of Neophrygian in inscriptional form until around 250 

CE is an indicator of resistance to mainstream Greek.54 It is an 

example of dissimilation. It builds a case for the endurance of 

indigenous groups over the swell of Hellenisation.  

In literature, Strabo attests to many oral languages,55 and in Kibyra of 

south west Phrygia he names the four languages that were used there: 

Pisidian, Solymian, Greek and Lydian.56 Pisidian is one other 

indigenous language found in epigraphical evidence besides Phrygian 

                                            
52 MAMA VI.347. 
53 PHI database no. PH266707. 
54 Christine Trevett, Montanism: Gender, Authority and the New Prophecy 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 18. Although Strelan, “The 

Languages of the Lycus Valley,” 97 qualifies that the survival of written Phrygian is 

to be noted mostly in cultic and private spheres. 
55 Strabo Geography 11.4.6. 
56 Strabo Geography 13.4.17: tevttarsi de; glwvttaiV ejcrw:nto oiJ Kibura:tai, th:/ Pisidikh:/ 
th:/ Soluvmwn th:/ +Ellhnivdi th:/ Ludw:n... de; oujd= i[cnoV ejsti;n ejn Ludiva/ - the Kibyrians used 

four languages, the Pisidian, the Solymian, the Greek, the Lydian... but there is no 
trace (of Lydian) in Lydia. This last reference to Lydian, no longer in use in Lydia, 

itself reflects the vulnerability of indigenous languages as the cultural mainstream 

changed to Hellenisation and was subsequently impacted by Romanisation. 
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known to have survived Hellenisation. A cluster of texts was 

discovered at Sofular in north east Pisidia.57 These are all epitaphs 

and date from the Roman period. Greek script is used to express on 

stone an indigenous language previously unknown.58 In addition, 

Cappadocian, Celtic, Isaurian, Lykaonian, and Mysian are noted as 

surviving Hellenisation of Asia Minor.59 

The Phrygian and Pisidian inscriptional evidence appears to be 

concentrated in remote rural areas of Asia Minor.60 As observed by 

Strelan there were many rural dwellers in the Lykos Valley, and 

indigenous dialects prevailed over Greek.61 In fact Greek was likely a 

second language identification for many residents of the valley.62 

Particularly for those living outside of the main three cities of 

Hierapolis, Laodikeia and Kolossai, as well as the many smaller 

settlements, Greek language would only have been used in trade and 

business dealings.63 Strelan’s study of language usage confirms that 

Hellenisation was largely present in urban centres and had minimal 

impact on rural communities. His study is limited however, by the 

comparatively small area investigated. 

Evidence for a multitude of languages spoken, including indigenous 

dialects, is provided by a recently discovered inscription from Kolossai 

of a certain Markos, an ajrcermhneuvV, chief translator, and ejxhghthvV, 

interpreter, of the city.  

                                            
57 Colin J. Hemer, “The Pisidian Texts: A Problem of Language and History,” Kadmos 

19/1 (1980): 54 notes 1-2, referring to the publications of these texts: W. M. Ramsay, 

“Inscriptions en langue pisidienne,” Revue des universités du Midi I (1895): 353 ff; J. 

Borchhardt, G. Neumann and K. Schultz, “Vier pisidische Grabstelen aus Sofulur,” 

Kadmos 14 (1975): 68-72. 
58 Hemer, “The Pisidian Texts,” 54-55 lays out the transliteration of the texts 

following the form of inscription without attempts at word division. 
59 Strelan, “The Languages of the Lycus Valley,” 89 referring to K. Holl, “Das 

Fortleben der Volkssprachen in Kleinasien in nachchristlicher Zeit,” Hermes 43 

(1908): 240-54. 
60 Price, Rituals and Power, 92. 
61 Strelan, “The Languages of the Lycus Valley,” 88-9. 
62 Strelan, “The Languages of the Lycus Valley,” 101. 
63 Strelan, “The Languages of the Lycus Valley,” 86. 
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Mavrkwi Markou:   (dedicated to) Markos son of Markos 

Kolosshnw:n  
ajrcepmhnei:     chief translator  

kai; ejxhghth:i64   and interpreter of the Kolossians 

 

 

Figure 3: The interpreter inscription from Kolossai in situ as discovered by Alan 

Cadwallader, 2005. Photo source: author. 

The official and leading role of this Markos, inscribed on a limestone 

pedestal with no other surrounding text, indicates there was status 

and position attached to the role, as well as sufficient need for the 

business of translation in civic affairs. Multiple language usage was 

then accommodated in at least the city of Kolossai through the 

provision of translators in the civic context. This service would have 

enabled the interaction of different cultural groups at a structural 

assimilation, or integrational level, enriching ethnic diversity in civic 

and business matters, and opening opportunities for acculturation. It 

                                            
64 Alan H. Cadwallader, “A New Inscription, a Correction and a Confirmed Sighting 

from Colossae,” EA 40 (2007): 113-14.  
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also suggests that remote rural dwellers had dealings with the cities 

and villages, and that indigenous languages were not only spoken in 

the country. 

Whilst Greek was the dominant script on inscriptions it does not 

negate the possibility that indigenous languages were behind any 

given text.65 Inscriptions as primary evidence used to study people, 

language and other aspects of culture in multilingual settings has a 

methodological limitation. Strelan points out that it is not necessarily 

clear from texts produced in multilingual contexts what was the 

language spoken by the scribe or commissioner of an inscription.66 

What amounts in our eyes as errors in Greek transcription may simply 

be dialectical variations, intrusions of indigenous script, or the efforts 

of a person working in what was not their first language. It need not 

mean that a scribe was illiterate. Mitchell’s assessment of “untutored” 

confession texts,67 and “artless narrative”68 on inscriptions must be 

questioned. The texts might otherwise indicate indigenous language 

background, and therefore the ongoing viability of indigenous groups 

within a Hellenistic cultural mainstream.  

The prevalence of indigenous languages in rural areas, and as the 

interpreter text from Kolossai indicates, in the cities too, suggest 

Greek language, which is an aspect of Hellenisation, was a secondary 

cultural identification, at least in some parts of Asia Minor. 

In an assimilation theory model, indigenous language usage is a 

measure of resistance to, or dissimilation from, the mainstream 

Hellenistic culture. Barclay uses language as an indicator of 

                                            
65 Strelan, “The Languages of the Lycus Valley,” 89. 
66 Strelan, “The Languages of the Lycus Valley,” 79. 
67 Mitchell, Anatolia 1, 193, referring to MAMA IV.285 from a sanctuary of Apollo 

Lairbenos which, “pays virtually no heed to orthodox forms of koine.” Indigenous 

language influence likely contributes to the variations in spelling in this example: 

line 6: progemevne for prokeimevne, line 10: lhmovnhsa for ejlhsmovnhsa. 
68 Mitchell, Anatolia 1, 192. 
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Hellenisation,69 and both Strelan and Mitchell emphasise it as 

important in preserving ethnic identity.70 Nonetheless, the value of 

language usage for assessing levels of assimilation of cultural groups 

has limitations, especially beyond a rural context. The fact that as 

Strelan says, we cannot know what language the writer or 

commissioner of an inscription knew or spoke, inhibits what 

conclusions we can make about assimilation.71 A well written Greek 

inscription might indicate a Hellenised scribe but an indigenous 

Phrygian commissioner of the inscription. Or a less well written 

inscription might indicate an indigenous scribe and conceal a 

Hellenised commissioner of the inscription.  

Assimilation theory applied to minority groups shows that the length 

of time a cultural group is exposed to mainstream culture lessens the 

capacity for the survival of cultural distinctions.72 This means that the 

preservation of indigenous languages is susceptible to erosion over 

time.73 Language is important for identifying the prevalence of 

indigenous groups, and it is an indicator for assimilation. However, 

when making use of language to assess assimilation, other evidence 

must be used in addition to build a case.  

Language usage does not determine the assimilation of Jewish groups 

and the ethnic identity of Jews, who in Asia rarely spoke the Hebrew 

of their native tradition.74 The Greek Septuagint was the usual 

resource for scripture and the fact that the Masoretic Text was 

translated into Greek indicates the need for it. Liturgical readings 

                                            
69 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 89-90. 
70 Mitchell, “Ethnicity,” 129; Strelan, “The Languages of the Lycus Valley,” 101. 
71 Strelan, “The Languages of the Lycus Valley,” 79-80. 
72 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 26. 
73 Thus, Strabo’s observation that the Lydian language was no longer spoken in 

Lydia. Geography 13.4.17: de; oujd= i[cnoV ejsti;n ejn Ludiva/. 
74 Most Jewish inscriptions in Asia Minor are written in Greek. A fragmentary 

bilingual inscription in Hebrew and Greek from the region of Akmonia in Phrygia is 

noted. IJO 170; MAMA VI 334; Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 82. 
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were also formulated in daily language.75 Instructions for the regular 

prayers of worship used by Jews in the morning, to accompany meals 

and blessings, as well as oaths of testimony and bailment are 

contained in this mishnaic corpus. Prayers required to be said in 

Hebrew related to the temple or to biblical law.76 Levine says some of 

these Hebrew prayers were no longer relevant in the time the Mishnah 

was composed.77 Again, a cautionary note about the degree of 

knowledge in Asia Minor of the rabbinic law contained in the Mishnah 

must be added. What is known about the influence of rabbinic Judaism 

from Palestine, Egypt and from the west cannot be automatically 

applied throughout the entire Roman Empire.78 

Contradicting this is a rabbinic prohibition on the use of Greek 

language.79 Contradictions such as this emphasise the diversity of 

Jewish communities, the inconsistent content of rabbinic teaching, and 

the uneven rate of Jewish assimilation. If Hebrew language was used 

in only a limited biblical context in the period after the destruction of 

the second temple, as Levine suggests,80 then it may have served much 

like the indigenous Neophrygian language of the third century CE Asia 

Minor. Assessment of the use of both Hebrew and Neophrygian are of 

                                            
75 m. Sotah, trans. Jacob Neusner 7.1: “These are said in any language: (1) the 

pericope of the accused wife [Num 5.19-22], and (2) the confession of the tithe [Deut 

26.13-15], and (3) the recital of the Shema, [Deut 6.4-9], and (4) the Prayer, (5) the 

oath of testimony, and (6) the oath concerning a bailment. The languages of daily 

use, particularly Greek and Aramaic are implied in this instruction.  
76 m. Sotah 7.2: A. “And these are said [only] in the Holy Language: (1) the verses of 

the first fruits [Deut 26.3-10], (2) the rite of halisah [Deut 25.7,9], (3) blessings and 

curses [Deut 27.15-26], (4) the blessing of the priests [Num 6.24-26], (5) the blessing 

of a high priest [on the Day of Atonement], (6) the pericope of the king [Deut 17.14-

20]. 
77 The Mishnah may be dated to c.220 CE. Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in 
Antiquity, 127. 
78 As Collar presents in her assessment of the influence of rabbinic Judaism in 

Religious Networks. 
79 m. Sotah 9.14 C: “And [they decreed] that a man should not teach Greek to his 

son.” b. Megillah 9a; Masekhet Soferim 1.7, ed M. Higger, (New York: Debe’Rabban, 

1937), 101-5; Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 126. 
80 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 127. 



 

131 

 

limited use in reconstructing the cultural environment from an 

assimilation theory basis. 

Despite the tenacity of indigenous languages in mostly rural contexts 

such as Strelan has surmised, in cities Greek language gave access to 

literary resources and a system of values which Barclay says were 

fundamental to the Greek identification of civilisation.81 This was 

civilisation built upon Hellenistic cultural norms. Acquisition of 

commonly held Hellenistic cultural ideals and recognised virtues was 

part of an acculturating process. A broad range of facility in Greek 

indicated moderate assimilation with the cultural mainstream, noting 

the limitations from inscriptional evidence discussed above.  

The dominance of mainstream Hellenism in an urban environment 

might indicate that Greek language was held in higher esteem in the 

city than in the country. As Barclay has shown, proficiency in Greek 

language is a factor of Hellenisation leading to assimilation with the 

mainstream.82 The slower penetration of Hellenisation into the country 

and the persistence of indigenous languages suggests that Roman 

imposed boundaries did not drastically affect the ethnicity of 

indigenous groups, even though it compromised the long-term viability 

of powerful rural groups.  

 

4.5 Summary – indigenous groups in the cultural environment  

In the first three centuries, the indigenous cultural environment was a 

mostly rural environment inhabited by many different groups. Ethnic 

identification differentiated these groups. Ethnicity and language were 

closely related.83 The effects of Hellenisation were less evident in the 

rural environment than in cities. This affirms that Hellenisation was 

                                            
81 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 95. 
82 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 88-90. 
83 Hemer, “The Pisidian Texts,” 62. 
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an urban phenomenon and that indigenous rural groups maintained a 

degree of ethnic distinction from the mainstream. Hellenistic culture 

which emanated from the structures of cities did not intentionally 

transform rural culture, meaning that indigenous customs were able to 

be maintained. This contributed to the significant distinctions between 

the rural and urban cultural environments. By the processes of 

assimilation changes inevitably happened which made Hellenisation 

apparent in the country, especially through the interactive processes of 

trade and commerce.  

Indigenous language retention occurred in rural parts of Asia, 

providing evidence of thriving indigenous communities. This was 

despite the administrative impact of transference of overall authority 

in Asia to the Roman Empire. Under the effects of Romanisation 

indigenous cultural groups were no longer able to maintain flexible 

boundaries and previously powerful groups did not receive status as 

new groups. Following Roman rule, maintenance of ethnic distinction 

happened outside of imposed boundary regulations. The superficial 

provincial associations set up by the Romans, the koina, which 

benefitted wealthy landholders, did not contribute to the prosperity or 

community life of indigenous groups. Instead the central place of the 

rural temple continued to characterise ethnic communities. 

Indigenous language usage among rural groups indicates low 

acculturation. The use of Greek language among indigenous groups 

was convenience based, as a tool of communication in epitaphs, and for 

economic benefits through business dealings. The use of Greek 

language for trade and business dealings between city and country 

suggests moderate integration. As established in Ricl’s study on rural 

temples, the relationship of indigenous groups with their gods and 

cults created self-sufficiency and independence from civic justice 
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systems.84 This independence indicates the low integration of a rural 

temple community from culturally mainstream cities. Wealthy rural 

dwellers associated with Roman authority structures through the 

koina exhibited much higher integration. Their primary Greek 

identification over ethnic suggests a higher acculturation.  

Assimilation of indigenous groups with the Hellenistic cultural 

mainstream can be described as variable when accounting the factors 

of integration and acculturation noted above. Mainstream culture was 

used for advantage where needed.  

 

4.6 Urban cultural groups and the urban cultural environment 

Traditional pagans within an urban environment expressed 

mainstream cultural Hellenisation. Jews and Christians in urban 

settings were minority groups. In this section, I assess the impact of 

Romanisation on the urban Hellenistic mainstream. I then discuss the 

imperial cult as representative of Roman rule in the first three 

centuries, then assess the assimilation of minority groups in the urban 

environment. This brings the study to a place where I may sum up the 

cultural environment of Asia Minor and the diversity of its people. 

Cultural groups in an urban environment were more likely to be 

Hellenised than their rural counterparts.85 The urban environment of 

Asia Minor between the first and the third centuries CE was Greek, 

based around Hellenistic cities. Graeco-Roman pagans made up the 

mainstream cultural base. These identified with Hellenistic culture as 

primary. Traditional pagan groups worshipped the gods of the city, 

among other deities.86 They belonged to associations connected with 

                                            
84 Ricl, “Society and Economy.” 
85 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 24. 
86 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 188 on civic pagan religion. 
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pagan cults and with their occupations.87 Ethnic identification when it 

applied was secondary. This is the reverse practice evident in rural 

environments.88 Minority groups within cities included Jews and 

Christians, ethnically indigenous people who moved into cities, people 

originating from beyond Asia Minor. The factors affecting assimilation, 

including occupation, social status, gender and age, affected the 

variability of assimilation of minority groups in the urban 

environment.  

In Asia Minor in the first three centuries CE cities were Hellenised 

environments, shaped by Greek models.89 They were either built 

around older Anatolian cities or they were new cities. Greek colonists 

or soldiers founded new cities.90 The new cities incorporated many 

Greek architectural features. Some of these included gymnasium, bath 

house, theatre, agora, bouleterion.91 During the imperial period 

urbanisation increased,92 transforming the rural landscape and 

impacting on Anatolian traditions. Hellenised cities were attractive to 

many groups because they accommodated a diversification of cultural 

expressions, enabling many different people to fit in.  

Mainstream Hellenistic cultural groups and their urban environments 

experienced changes as the Roman Empire expanded and Roman 

control of Asia Minor took place. Through all this, distinct Hellenism 

remained culturally dominant in the Asian cities, as will be discussed 

below. 

 

                                            
87 Such as the association of purple-dyers and carpet weavers in Hierapolis. See 

Harland, “Acculturation and Identity in the Diaspora.” 
88 As discussed above, wealthy rural landholders identified with Greek culture first. 
89 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 21. 
90 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 21. 
91 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 21. Older, already established cities 

that came under the influence of Hellenistic culture did not always add these 

architectural features to their urban scapes. 
92 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 125. 
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4.7 The impact of Romanisation on Hellenistic urban cultural groups 

The Hellenistic environment became subject to the impact of 

Romanisation following the incorporation of Asia Minor as a Roman 

administrative unit in the late Republic. From the first century BCE, 

Roman imperial dominance began to impact upon the Hellenised east. 

For urban centres, this meant architectural changes incorporating 

Roman styles and Roman functionality. This changed the visual aspect 

of Hellenistic cities and influenced the kind of activities which took 

place within them. Architectural changes to Hellenistic cities included 

the addition of bathhouses to gymnasia complexes and the construction 

of new bath-gymnasium buildings.93 Whilst Hellenistic cities before 

Roman cultural influence had baths and gymnasia, Romans put the 

two together. Other visual changes included the more obvious public 

display of statues in togas, notably statues of the current Roman 

emperor and his wife. The presence of imperial statuary influenced 

urban clothing and hairstyle fashions. Activities which were 

specifically Roman in character, such as gladiatorial games, appeared 

in the imperial era. 

Political and administrative changes also came with Roman rule. 

Ethnic regions were administratively restructured94 and proconsular 

leadership was established throughout Asia.  

Greg Woolf establishes in his study of Romanisation on the eastern 

provinces of the Roman Empire that material culture had a different 

value for Romans than it did for Hellenised Asians. The differing value 

placed on material things between Greeks and Romans meant the 

construction of new types of buildings did not adversely impact on the 

                                            
93 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 126. The building of the bath-gymnasia 

began at the time of Augustus’ first expansion and continued into the second and 

third centuries CE. These building types were especially prominent in major urban 

centres of Asia Minor such as Ephesos, Smyrna, Sardis, Miletos and Aphrodisias.  
94 See section above on the impact of Hellenisation and Romanisation on indigenous 

groups. 
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Hellenistic culture of Asian cities.95 For Romans, material culture was 

aligned with morality, and both material culture and morality were 

closely linked to self-identity.96 Greeks did not share with Romans a 

moral connection with material culture. Styles and trends 

characterised Roman culture, unlike Greek culture.97 The lack of 

attachment to material culture meant that new architectural building 

types and styles brought about by Roman rule were incorporated into 

the Hellenistic cityscape in the way of fashion rather than signifying 

deep cultural change. 

Roman culture differed from Hellenisation in that there was a central 

authority in the person of the Roman Emperor. The figure of the 

emperor influenced Roman identity and shaped heritage. Political 

authority issued from Rome. This was physically represented by 

Roman provincial staff and enforced by the Roman army. Romans did 

not base their culture on any particular language, or common descent, 

and their tradition from the beginning was based around incorporating 

many different groups of people into their mix.98 On the other hand, 

the cultural identity of Greeks included valuing a common descent 

through mythology, holding the same customs, speaking the Greek 

language and worshipping the same gods.99 Being Greek involved 

sharing as inheritors in an ideological golden age of classical Greece, 

from which emerged common literary traditions, such as Homer’s 

epics. 

Romanisation as a cultural process had a different impact in the east 

than the west of the empire. In the west, the cultural changes toward 

Romanisation in the conquered provinces were more dramatic. In Gaul 

and Spain at least, these changes led to marked transformation of 

                                            
95 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 120.  
96 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 120. 
97 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 130. 
98 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 120. 
99 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 130. 
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culture away from indigenous traditions.100 In the east, the acquisition 

of Roman cultural elements such as bathing habits and gladiatorial 

games were culturally superficial. They did not transform Hellenistic 

culture, largely because of the differing value Greeks and Romans 

placed in material culture. 

In addition to architectural and administrative changes, Romanisation 

involved the political aspect of enfranchisement and acquisition of elite 

social status for the wealthy.101 Enfranchisement and the subsequent 

rise in social mobility for the wealthy occurred in both urban and rural 

environments.102 This indicates that Romanisation was not inclusive of 

people from all social statuses.  

Politically, the processes of Romanisation involved giving Roman 

citizenship to the provincial elite. The availability of citizenship to 

provincials increased after 100 CE.103 Citizenship, if we are to believe 

the account of Luke in Acts, provided Paul with certain rights and 

privileges, including trial by Roman authorities over local.104 Roman 

citizenship provided the opportunity for mobility and success for 

aspiring people. With citizenship came access into political and civic 

roles. These roles had various customs attached to them, including 

involvement in civic and imperial cult.  

This had potential consequences for Jews when they became involved 

in politics through their citizenship. Public events in cities including 

festivals and competitions were carried out in honour of specific pagan 

gods. Sponsoring officials of these events were required to be involved 

                                            
100 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 127; Mitchell, “Ethnicity,” 117: “There 

(in the western empire) the arrival of barbarian groups, which can be traced back to 

the early empire, but which intensified radically from the fourth century onwards, 

brought significant changes to the ethnic composition of Roman provinces, eventually 

leading to their disintegration and to the creation of new societies which embraced 

both the newcomers and the former provincial inhabitants.” 
101 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek, 116. 
102 Mitchell, “Ethnicity,” 122-6. 
103 Friesen, “Asiarchs,” 279 n. 37. 
104 Acts 22.25-29. 
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in procuring sacrifices to the gods, and even in leading sacrificial 

rituals.105 Trebilco offers several options for Jews in contexts where 

there was pagan sacrifice.106 These options included avoidance of being 

in the environment of pagan sacrifice altogether, being involved but 

seeking exemption from direct participation, attending pagan public 

events when sacrifices did not happen, being present but ignoring 

sacrificial acts, and being fully involved in pagan public events 

(including sacrifices).107 He notes that the evidence does not reveal to 

what extent Jews took up these options concerning pagan sacrificial 

acts. It seems Jewish communities negotiated it in different ways. In 

Sardis, the large gymnasium complex was situated near to the 

synagogue, yet Trebilco says Jews in Sardis were sufficiently confident 

in “the vitality of their Judaism” that they remained thoroughly 

Jewish.108 In Akmonia, the influence of scripture was evident in the 

well-known curse formulae used on graves.109 The reliance on 

scripture, which extended to the curse formulae used on non-Jewish 

graves, suggests Jews in Akmonia were familiar with their traditions 

of ethnic origin based on the law.110 In Aphrodisias the Jews named on 

the theosebeis inscription do not have occupations listed next to their 

name that would have been prohibited in Jewish tradition.111 In 

Miletos there were theatre seats reserved for Jews/theosebeis.112 

Whilst the evidence does not give a clear indication of the extent of 

Jewish involvement in pagan events or otherwise, it does suggest that 

                                            
105 Friesen, “Asiarchs,” 286. 
106 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 180-3.  
107 This last option involved complete assimilation, which as discussed in Chapter 

Two, was rare among Jews in Asia Minor. 
108 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 182. 
109 MAMA VI 335a, 335; IJO 173, 174 (from LXX Deuteronomy 27-30); MAMA VI 287 

suggests a relationship with LXX Exodus 34.7, (as CIJ 767), but this has been 

subsequently disputed by Strubbe, “Curses Against Violation of the Grave,” 73-83. 

See discussion on the curses of the tevkna tevknwn in Chapter Two.  
110 See Chapter Two. 
111 Unlike some occupations of theosebeis named in the same inscription. See case 

study of Jewish assimilation in Aphrodisias in Chapter Seven section 7.10. 
112 The distinction between Jews and theosebeis is not clear at Miletos. See Chapter 

Seven section 7.9. 
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Jewish customs were well known within the Jewish community and 

beyond. 

A high degree of integration of leading civic Jews can be presumed 

nonetheless. When the emperors Severus and Caracalla officially 

permitted Jews to abstain from pagan sacrifice greater mobility of 

more Jews within urban mainstream structures without conflicting 

with ethnic customs was made possible.113 The preservation of the first 

commandment114 was ensured by this permission. This enabled Jews 

to climb socially and economically without fear of breaking with the 

traditions of faith.  

In 212 CE Caracalla granted citizenship to all free residents in the 

Roman Empire. This provided new status and opportunities for people. 

For the wealthy, citizenship could lead to placement within the socially 

high-ranking equestrian and senatorial classes.115 Politically 

prominent wealthy citizens patronised Roman style buildings and 

sponsored events such as gladiatorial games. Powerful peope in Asia 

were given titles and offices of prestige, such as ajsiavrchV, asiarch, or 

provincial high priesthoods.116 These had links with Rome and some 

were friends with Roman emperors.117 Imperial visits to the provinces 

provided opportunities for powerful people to strengthen their contacts 

with Rome and build their own positions in local political realms. 

Roman rule did not bring about drastic changes in the cities of the 

east. The dominant urban language remained Greek. The Latin of 

Rome was a minority language in the eastern empire.118 The changes 

                                            
113 Diogenes Laertius 2.3.3 records the exemption granted Jews from activities 

conflicting with their religious traditions. 
114 Ex 20.3; Deut 5.7. 
115 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 125. 
116 Friesen, “Asiarchs,” 275-90 gives a thorough examination of the role of asiarchs 

among Roman citizens in Asia between 100-212 CE. Friesen makes clear in this 

article that the position of the asiarchate was not necessarily the same as a high 

priest of Asia. 
117 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 127. 
118 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 117. 
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that took place as part of the Romanising process did not adversely 

affect the Hellenistic cultural mainstream. Hellenistic institutions 

such as the gymnasium and symposium did not represent real 

structural unification before Roman rule.119 This meant that any 

institutional changes coming about through Romanisation were 

structural, and so part of the integration subprocess of assimilation. 

Hellenistic culture in the east therefore bypassed the ‘hot spots’ of 

Roman rule which might have otherwise caused conflict and 

subjugation. The result of this was that the environment of Asia Minor 

was culturally more independent of Rome than the western provinces. 

Eastern urban Greeks took up Roman material culture through 

acculturation, but Woolf suggest that this did not represent real 

cultural changes.120 Hellenistic Jews made use of contemporary 

material culture and building styles, but stayed ethnically Jewish 

within the urban environment.121 It was only later in antiquity that 

specific Jewish art and architectural style developed.122  

Urban Hellenistic groups did not cease to make up the mainstream 

culture during the period of Romanisation. Their assimilation with 

Roman culture occurred out of convenience and fashion, as well as 

through opportunities for status and wealth advancement. Roman and 

Greek cultures were similar enough for interaction with the Roman, 

and the values of one did not conflict with the values of the other. 

Greek and Roman culture coexisted. Boundaries were fluid enough to 

allow significant crossover. This can be seen in the taking up of Roman 

styles in architecture, dress, of accepting the prestige of official 

positions and becoming politically mobile within Roman structures. 

                                            
119 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 128. 
120 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 128. 
121 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 23. 
122 See below. 
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Romans were not a minority group within Asia. Rather there was 

cultural sharing between Romans and Greeks that influenced and 

affected the other but did not affect the core differences between them. 

Convergence between Hellenised Asians and cultural Romans 

happened especially at the boundaries of group engagement.123 

Degrees of resistance to and dissimilation from politically dominant 

Roman culture both in urban and rural areas of Asia Minor 

contributed to the unique cultural environment highlighted in this 

chapter.  

 

4.8 The imperial cult as representative of Roman rule  

In this section, I offer some brief points on the imperial cult to fill out a 

view of the urban cultural environment during the period of influence 

of Romanisation in the first three centuries. In modern Ankara in 

Turkey, ancient Ankyra, lie the remains of an epic inscription in 

honour of the emperor Augustus. The Res Gestae is a funerary 

monument composed in the grammatical first person outlining the life 

and achievements of Augustus.124 The huge inscription of the Res 

Gestae of Augustus gives a modern viewer insight into the 

overwhelming power of this one person, this emperor of Rome, the 

leader of the world. The inscription was copied from a now lost 

original, and reproduced in several parts of the empire. The version in 

Ankara is the most complete. The imposing monument, set within a 

temple to Augustus and Rome, signalled to Asia Minor that change 

was coming.  

 

                                            
123 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 131-2. Cultural engagement at the 

boundaries was also the experience of urban Jews. See Rajak, “Jewish Community,” 

19. 
124 Augustus died in 14 CE. 
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Figure 4: First half of Res Gestae inscription in the Temple of Augustus, Ankara. 

Picture from Daniel Krencker and Martin Schede, Der Tempel in Ankara, (Berlin: 

Walter De Gruyter Incorporated, 1936), in Suna Gϋven, “Displaying the Res Gestae 
of Augustus: A Monument of Imperial Image for All,” Journal of the Society of 
Architectural Historians 57/1 (1998): 37. 

Visits to the provinces by emperors were rare, and in Asia did not 

happen until the second century.125 The authority of the emperor was 

present as military might throughout the provinces, and in the 

administrative officials appointed by Rome. The establishment of the 

imperial cult ensured that respect and honour was given the emperor 

even in his physical absence.  

As noted in the previous section, Roman rule did not overcome the 

Hellenistic cultural mainstream of Asia Minor. It nonetheless had 

significant impact on political, economic, social and religious 

                                            
125 The visit of the emperor Hadrian to the Lykos Valley in 129 CE, discussed in 

Chapter Nine, would have been a significant event in the region. 



 

143 

 

structures. Whilst Greek cultural values in cities might have continued 

largely unaffected through the imperial period, urban populations 

were subject to certain changes brought about by Roman authority. 

The imperial cult was one such change. 

The imperial cult influenced especially the Hellenistic urban 

environment in Asia.126 It became part of a prestigious Greek 

culture.127 There was a concentration of imperial cult places in 

Aphrodisias, Ephesos, Mytilene, Pergamon, Stratonikeia.128 The cult 

was present in rural areas, but featured much less prominently in 

rural sanctuaries.129 The widespread independence of rural 

communities from urban oversight, especially in matters of justice and 

religious devotion, contributed to its lack of influence in the rural 

environment. This enforced division between the urban elite and rural 

dwelling people, and set up a significant gap between rural cults and 

the imperial cult.  

In physical terms, the imperial cult was expressed publicly and 

visually through temples and coins dedicated to the emperor and 

statues of Roman emperors. The emperor’s image on coins reminded 

people of the dominance of the imperium in business transactions, and 

to whom the taxes were paid. Coinage spread from one end of the 

empire to the other. Statues adorned city squares, public buildings and 

temples.130 The visually dominating Res Gestae inscription set within 

a temple to the emperor Augustus and to the city of Rome, was an 

example of imperial presence set within a religious context. It was also 

a symbol of pride in an era when cities competed to gain imperial 

                                            
126 See the catalogue of imperial temples and shrines in Asia Minor in Price, Rituals 
and Power, 249-74. 
127 Price, Rituals and Power, 94. 
128 Price, Rituals and Power, 4-5. 
129 Price, Rituals and Power, 96. 
130 On the significance of the images of Roman emperors and the inviolability of their 

bodies and by extension, the representations of their bodies, see Rosemary Canavan, 

Clothing the Body of Christ at Colossae, WUNT 334 (Tϋbingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2012): 

121-3. 
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patronage. Inter-city conflict was engineered by the Roman hierarchy 

in the early imperial era to establish cohesion and encourage rivalry 

between cities for imperial recognition.131  

The imperial cult was a complex institution involving religion, politics 

and power.132 It was incorporated into the melange of cultic 

expressions in the Hellenistic cities of Asia. The imperial cult was 

added to existing games, public festivals, and new festivals were 

established.133 The imperial cult was a feature of all official civic 

activities.134 In most instances the cult was a public phenomenon, 

although people did erect private altars and make votive offerings.135  

The imperial cult was internally competitive and significantly 

political.136 Socially and politically mobile wealthy Asians sought to 

become allies with the imperial officers and ultimately with the 

emperor himself.137  

In traditional pagan religion, there was no overt understanding of 

personal belief or choice in which god or gods to worship, no 

differentiated religious groups.138 Traditional pagan religion 

accompanied family structures, civic and administrative practices, 

                                            
131 Alan Cadwallader, “Inter-city Conflict in the Story of St Michael of Chonai,” in 

Religious Conflict in the Early Christian World, D. Luckensmeyer and M. Mayer, 

eds., (Tϋbingen: de Grutyer, 2013), [version accessed from author’s manuscript, page 

1]. 
132 Price, Rituals and Power, 1. 
133 For example, the long-established festival of the Nedameia added an imperial 

element, and was concurrently called Sebasta. Price, Rituals and Power, 3. See 

further, 101-32. 
134 Price, Rituals and Power, 109. Council houses sometimes had an imperial altar, as 

at Miletos and Ephesos. 
135 H. W. Pleket, “An Aspect of the Emperor Cult: Imperial Mysteries,” Harvard 
Theological Review 58, no. 4 (1965): 334. However, in saying this, at the time of 

writing Pleket knew of no surviving evidence of votives either from a public cult or 

from within imperial mysteries. 
136 Pleket, “An Aspect of the Emperor Cult,” 332. Pleket asks whether there was a 

genuine religious aspect to the imperial cult, or whether it was merely an expression 

of political allegiance. See also, Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 117. 
137 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 127. 
138 North, “The Development of Religious Pluralism,” 177. 
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political institutions.139 Cults were not separate religious units. The 

imperial cult appeared like and functioned as a traditional pagan cult, 

except that the object of honour was human, not divine, not semi-

divine. There were rituals associated with the imperial cult,140 

personnel,141 even mysteries.142 This meant the incorporation of the 

imperial cult into Asia happened without much difficulty.  

In the east, there were already traditions of ruler cults.143 The 

divinisation of Hellenistic monarchs is known from an early inscription 

from Hierapolis.144 Throughout Asia Minor the Seleukid and Attalid 

monarchs received cult worship during their lifetimes.145 

Did the people believe the emperor was actually a god, a qeo;V 

sebastovV?146 Rather more evidence exists for imperial cult priests 

offering sacrifices on behalf of emperors, not to emperors.147 This 

distinction made it possible for a Jewish official to offer sacrifice in the 

imperial cult.148 Offering sacrifice on behalf of an emperor was 

different from the direct offering to a god, as in a traditional cultic act. 

It means that imperial priests did not function in the same way as 

priests of other pagan cults. From this perspective, the emperor was 

not a god to whom sacrifice was made. Sacrifice to the gods on behalf of 

emperors was made to ensure their protection. Price says, “Language 

                                            
139 North, “The Development of Religious Pluralism,” 177. I will set out the 

appearance of traditional pagan cults more fully in Chapter Five. 
140 As described in detail in Price, Rituals and Power.  
141 Julia Severa from Akmonia was a priest of the imperial cult. See Chapter Two. 

Price, Rituals and Power, 113; xxiv map 4 for distribution of evidence of imperial 

priests. 
142 Pleket, “An Aspect of the Emperor Cult,” 331-47.  
143 Price, Rituals and Power, 23-40. 
144 OGIS no.308. This inscription from the second century BCE records an association 

of strategoi seeking to honour the Apollonis, mother of king Eumenes II. 
145 Huttner, Early Christianity, 59. 
146 sebastovV, from sevbaV, reverential awe, is the Greek word used for the imperial 

name ‘Augustus.’ 
147 Price, Rituals and Power, 211; MAMA VII 492b, an example from Aphrodisias. 
148 Price, Rituals and Power, 221; Schϋrer, History of the Jewish People, Vol. 1, 486; 

Vol. 2, 360-2. This only occurred early in the imperial era, before the revolt against 

the Romans in 66 CE. 
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sometimes assimilated the emperor to a god, but ritual held back.”149 

Anachronistic understandings of ‘emperor worship,’ and conflict 

between Christianity and the imperial cult, encouraged by Christian 

writers, has distorted practices of honouring emperors and 

overemphasised the deification which was granted on their deaths.150 

 Apotheosis, the practice of deification of a leader was present before 

the establishment of the Roman Empire.151 The status of Hellenistic 

rulers was different than that bestowed on the emperor in his cult. The 

Hellenistic practice of sacrificing to rulers was far more obvious.152 

Statue representations of Alexander the Great show him with eyes 

cast upwards to the heavens to indicate that he belonged to the realm 

of the divine more than the human. In these images projected 

outwards, and perhaps encouraged by the devotion of the people to 

their leader, Alexander’s achievements in leadership and conquest 

were so great that they were fitting of a god. Divine honour was the 

highest honour that could be bestowed upon a human being.153 

In the traditions of anthropomorphically imagined Olympian gods 

depicted through ancient Greek and Roman mythology, the gods acted 

with human values and aspirations.154 It follows that the next step in 

deifying a high achieving human is taken. Alexander was deified 

because in the idealistic imagination of the Greeks he exemplified how 

                                            
149 Price, Rituals and Power, 213. 
150 Price, Rituals and Power, 125-6; Acta Sanctorum July III 629-45. This is an 

Armenian text translated by F. C. Conybeare, The Armenian Apology and acts of 
Apollonius... 2 (1896) 103-21 at 105. This text relates to a second century conflict 

between the Christian belief of Phocas set against Africanus, a pagan governor of 

Pontus: “’Are then the emperors not gods?’ Phocas said, ‘Is it not enough for Trajan to 

be called king, without you also giving him the incomparable name?’” See also, 

Tertullian De Spectaculis; De Idololatreia. Price rightly adds that a subsequent 

preoccupation with naming irreconcilable conflict and polar opposition between 

Christianity and the imperial cult has been projected back onto the past. 
151 On a description of imperial apotheosis for a Greek audience, see Herodian IV 2. 
152 Price, Rituals and Power, 223. 
153 Pleket, “An Aspect of the Emperor Cult,” 333. 
154 Jealousy, rage, love, are some of the emotions of the Olympian gods expressed 

towards human beings as depicted throughout Graeco-Roman mythology. Physical 

size, super-human strength, divine powers and immortality separated the traditional 

gods from ordinary humans. 
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the gods behaved. Roman emperors were deified, usually after death, 

out of similar ideals. The Roman emperor was the epitome of mortal 

power and strength, the degree of which could not be emulated by 

ordinary people. For the inhabitants of the eastern provinces at the 

height of Roman expansion the emperor was the figurehead at the 

centre of the world. Imposing architectural monuments in cities such 

as the sebasteia, dedicated to the imperial cult, reflect the enormity of 

power of the person of the Roman emperor.155 

The imposition of the imperial cult was not a threat to the Hellenistic 

culture that deified Alexander. Devotion to the Roman emperor was 

merely an addition and expansion to what was already culturally 

acceptable.  

In summary, the imperial cult in Asia Minor was an urban 

phenomenon that accompanied the cultural processes of Romanisation. 

The cult displayed similar features to other pagan cults, with the 

difference that the object of honour was a mortal being. It quickly 

became integrated into the structures of mainstream Hellenised cities. 

Political elements were significant in the cult, enabling especially 

wealthy elite Asians opportunities of upward social, political and 

economic mobility. The imperial cult thus has an important role in our 

understanding of the cultural environment of Asia Minor in the first 

three centuries. 

 

4.9 Jews as urban cultural groups 

Jewish groups were enduring in Asia Minor over the centuries. In this 

section, I apply the principles of assimilation theory to Jewish groups 

within the urban cultural environment to discern how and why they 

                                            
155 A magnificent example of a sebasteion is found in Aphrodisias. See selection of 

images in Kenan T. Erim, Aphrodisias: A Guide to the Site and its Museum, 
(Istanbul: Net Turϊstiϊk Yayınlar, 1989), 52-65. 
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remained enduring. I am looking for evidence of ethnic distinction, 

acculturating practices and integration within the structures of cities. 

Some of this work has been seen in the assessment of the assimilation 

of Jews in Akmonia in Chapter Two. I here look for evidence of Jews in 

urban communities further than one city. 

Jews were cultural groups within Asia Minor, ethnically distinctive 

through religious and social practices. They were prominent in Asian 

cities as demonstrated through architecture,156 literature, epigraphy 

and art,157 even as they were minority groups within a wider 

Hellenistic cultural mainstream. Walter Ameling has assessed Jewish 

groups as minority groups within Asia Minor, and considers the 

various communities as more accurately representing the challenges of 

the dispersed experience than Jews in the larger urban environments 

of Rome, Alexandria and Antioch.158 The Asian urban context was 

home to generations of dispersed Jews. It is impossible to estimate 

numbers, although from his study of inscriptions and archaeology, 

Ameling is confident to suggest Jews made up less than 5% of the 

population of Asia Minor.159 The dispersed context was removed from 

the traditions of Palestinian Judaism through geographical distance 

and by immersion in the distinctive Asian cultural environment.160  

I have chosen to study Jews in urban settings not because I think they 

were solely urban dwellers, but because there is more evidence for 

                                            
156 The expansive synagogue complex at Sardis is evidence of a significant Jewish 

population able to participate in the cultural customs of their traditions. 
157 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 111: Jewish art began flourishing in 

late antiquity. 
158 Ameling, “Die jüdischen Gemeinden im antiken Kleinasien,” 29-30. 
159 Ameling, “Die jüdischen Gemeinden im antiken Kleinasien,” 30. 
160 I follow Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 8 who says it is analytically 

unhelpful to make comparisons between the experiences of dispersed Jews and 

Palestinian Jews. Collar, Religious Networks, 147 is also reserved about using 

evidence from Judaea, noting the complexity of the situation in that place. Mindful of 

these cautions, I make no attempt in this thesis to compare the expressions of 

Judaism in Asia with those in Palestine.  
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Jewish urban dwelling communities.161 Jews were represented in most 

Asian cities, and communities were especially notable in Karia, Lydia 

and Phrygia.162 In cities Jews were subjected to the influences of 

cultural Hellenism more than in rural settings.  

Within modern scholarship, Jewish groups within the cultural matrix 

are frequently treated separately, or are avoided altogether.163 

Historically there has been a scholarly emphasis on conflict between 

pagans and Christians in the first three imperial centuries.164 The 

tendency within Christian scholarship on this period is to downplay 

the importance of Jewish involvement in in civic life, and the 

significant interaction between Jews and other cultural groups. This 

has created a gap in any appraisal of the cultural environment. This 

gap has started to be filled by scholars who note that the ‘parting of 

the ways’ between Jews and Christians took centuries,165 beginning as 

Ameling suggests, from the the fiscus Iudaicus controlled by 

Vespasian.166 Judaism and Christianity operated in a symbiotic 

relationship in these centuries. In this study, not only is the place of 

Jews recognised, but the place of other diversely represented pagan 

religions, which together created a unique and formative cultural 

milieu in the imperial era. It was never just about Christians against 

pagans.  

 

 

                                            
161 For Jews in rural contexts see, Mitchell, Anatolia 1. See also Ameling, “Die 

jüdischen Gemeinden im antiken Kleinasien,” 31-2. Ameling reminds readers of the 

significant proportion of the population who existed as agricultural workers. This 

included Jews who worked the land and lived as small family groups.  
162 See Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, on the spread of Jewish 

communities in cities; Ameling, “Die jüdischen Gemeinden im antiken Kleinasien,” 

especially 31. 
163 As noted in Chapter Three.  
164 As addressed in a few works, such as, Lieu, North, Rajak, The Jews among 
Pagans and Christians in the Roman Empire. 
165 Huttner, Early Christianity, 391. 
166 Ameling, “Die jüdischen Gemeinden im antiken Kleinasien,” 43-4.  
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4.9.1 Jewish ethnic distinction 

Jewish cultural groups maintained ethnic distinction in many cases 

even as they were Hellenised urban dwellers, making them useful case 

studies in assimilation. Jewish groups were diverse in expression in 

the urban environment and variably assimilated with the cultural 

mainstream. Some groups reacted against the prevailing culture and 

became socially introverted.167 Others, such as Titus Flavius 

Alexandros from Akmonia and Aurelios Symeonios, citizen and 

councillor of Sardis,168 embraced cultural Hellenism and lived within 

its midst at an official level.169  

A large Jewish urban population lived in Sardis. They held a clearly 

designated residential and cultural district. The archaeological record 

shows that Jews were a powerful group in Sardis. Josephus reports 

that they were legally allowed to have a separate community there 

with judicial and religious rights.170 In the decree to which Josephus 

refers, the ajgoranovmoi, market officials, had to make sure there was a 

suitable supply of food for the Jewish population. This indicates that 

the same agora was used as everyone else, but there were specific 

supplies for Jews within it.171 It is not certain whether these rights 

referred only to the place of the large synagogue complex or to an 

actual segment of the city.172 It is important to question here that if 

the rights Josephus reports in the first century BCE referred to the 

                                            
167 Groups of Jews which followed the prohibitions on being exposed to non-Jews and 

idolaters, as set out in the Abodah Zarah of the Mishnah, would have been more 

introverted than those who engaged with the cultural mainstream in other contexts, 

such as the theatre or marketplace. 
168 IJO 133. 
169 Collar, Religious Networks, 155 suggests that such Jews holding civic office 

expected their position in the Jewish community would be strengthened by their 

public office. 
170 Josephus Antiquities, 14.259-61. Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 
331.  
171 Perhaps like today’s supermarkets and food courts where halal, vegan, gluten free 

and dairy free options are available within the same food areas. 
172 Jews were permitted to establish synagogues in Asia Minor from the first century 

BCE according to Josephus Antiquities, 14.258. 



 

151 

 

synagogue itself, then to what extent did they apply when the building 

became active as a synagogue?173 Perhaps it is more likely that 

Jospehus was referring to Jews in Sardis living in a designated section 

of the city and that the rights applied to them there before the period 

the synagogue became prominent.  

Jews in Sardis showed high integration and acculturation into the 

Hellenised urban environment. They had the political power and social 

acceptance from at least the first century BCE to work to obtain the 

impressive synagogue building, and the economic means to maintain 

and develop it over the subsequent centuries.174 Like leading Jews in 

Akmonia, socially and economically mobile Jews maintained ethnic 

distinction despite their integration with the civic structures of Sardis.  

At one extreme of Jewish diversity were those who were so completely 

assimilated that they can no longer be identified as Jewish from their 

practices. Included in this minority are those who participated in non-

Jewish cult, extreme social climbers,175 exogamy, isolated Jews, Jewish 

slaves and some Christian Jews.176 

In the example of exogamy, when a Jewish person married outside of 

tradition, the scope for following a strict Jewish life was compromised. 

This is part of the amalgamating subprocess of assimilation. The 

desire for upward social mobility led some Jews to abandon their 

traditional lifestyle. The Jewish royal Berenice became the consort of 

the emperor Titus.177 To what degree she departed from Judaism is 

unknown, but given the status of Titus, it is reasonable to presume a 

                                            
173 See Chapter Two section 2.8 n. 115 on the various proposed building dates of the 

synagogue in Sardis. 
174 Kraabel, “ {UyistoV,” 87. 
175 Such as Berenice and Drusilla. See paragraph below. 
176 See Chapter Two on complete assimilation. 
177 Tacitus Histories, 2.2.1; Cassius Dio 66.15.3-4. 
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high level of assimilation into Graeco-Roman culture.178 Drusilla, the 

sister of Berenice and Agrippa II left her husband to marry Felix, 

Roman procurator of Judaea. Josephus cites this arrangement as 

outside of traditional Jewish law.179   

Timothy, from the Acts of the Apostles, had a Jewish mother who 

married a Greek.180 Timothy was uncircumcised, and from the 

abandonment of this significant ethnic distinctive it is likely that other 

Jewish religious practices were not part of family life in his household. 

These public figures are examples of Jews so assimilated that they 

gave up core ethnic identity. They are rare in the evidence of Jewish 

assimilation.   

The public positions of some Jews might have required participation in 

non-Jewish cult, including the imperial cult, as discussed above. 

Despite the official permission given Jews to abstain from activities 

which interfered with their religious laws, it cannot be assumed that 

special arrangements were made to accommodate Jews in public 

positions in every case. Barclay cites three examples of undoubted 

participation in pagan cult.181 

The third of Barclay’s examples, from the first century CE records that 

in Antioch in Syria, Antiochos, who was most likely a member of the 

Roman army, accused his father, who was a magistrate in the Jewish 

community, of plotting against the city, along with other leading 

                                            
178 Josephus Bellum Iudaicum 2.313-14 describes Berenice as ‘pious.’ However, she 

and her brother were raised in Rome, and Josephus’ desire for Roman favour is 

important to note in his estimation of Berenice. 
179 Josephus Antiquities, 20.143. 
180 Acts 16.1-3. 
181 CIJ 1.82 a third century BCE inscription from Oropos in Greece of a certain 

Moschos who identified as =Ioudai:oV and who had a dream via Amphiaraos and 

Hygeia relating to the manumission of a slave. He erected the inscription in a temple 

of Amphiaraos; IJO 21 from the second century BCE in Iasos in Asia a Niketas, son 

of Jason from Jerusalem, contributed 100 drachmae to a Dionysiac festival. Barclay, 

Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 322 assumes Niketas participated in the 

festivities he helped to fund. These first two references are remote from the centuries 

being studied here. The paucity of examples affirms that complete assimilation of 

Jews to the religious mainstream was rare. 
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Jews.182 Under pressure from mounting charges of revolutionary action 

from the Jews, Antiochos renounced his Jewish heritage. He did this 

most publicly by participating in pagan sacrifice, which according to 

Josephus further inflamed the Jews. Whilst this is not an Asian 

example, it is a valuable and rare reference to how completely 

assimilated some Jews became. 

Only in extreme situations created by amalgamation and social status 

was ethnic distinction compromised. This was likely to be the 

experience of Jewish slaves and those who married into a pagan 

family. When ethnic distinction blurred, Jewish identity became 

secondary to Hellenistic cultural identity. Largely it seems Jewish 

communities did try to preserve and defend an ethnic and ancestral 

tradition as their way of life.183 This was the experience of Jews in 

Sardis and other cities.  

The fact that Jewish communities such as those at Sardis and 

Akmonia were distinct and long lasting but still recognisably Jewish, 

with Jewish representation in civic structures, indicates that ethnicity 

was not eradicated with cultural assimilation. This supports the 

presentation in this thesis that the assimilation of minority cultural 

groups in Asia Minor was mostly a positive process that permitted the 

preservation of core group distinctions.  

In most situations, Jewish people were ethnically distinct through 

social and religious practices. These practices were based around 

Sabbath observance, circumcision of males, festival keeping, protocols 

around sexual cleanness, dietary and hygiene rules,184 and refusal to 

worship other gods. These things acted as boundary markers between 

Jewish culture and the mainstream. The level of commitment to these 

                                            
182 Josephus Bellum Iudaicum, 7.47-53. 
183 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 278. 
184 Rajak, “Jewish Community,” 19. Rajak refers to S. J. D. Cohen, “Crossing the 

Boundary and Becoming a Jew,” HTR 82, 1 (1989) regarding a spectrum of Jewish 

interaction with wider society. 
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things in relation to the value placed on cultural Hellenisation is an 

indication of assimilation.  

Whilst Jewish communities were diverse, and assimilated in various 

measure to the surrounding mainstream, there were still common 

understandings of behavioural limits.185 These limits acted as 

boundaries and contributed to ethnic distinction. Each Jewish 

community stood alone, but was connected to the rest. They were 

diverse, but can be identified as distinctly Jewish by the observable 

practices noted above.  

Apollonios Molon, who was a member of the Hellenistic elite, born in 

Karia, who taught rhetoric in Rhodes, was familiar with Jewish 

customs and biblical background, as evidenced in Eusebios,186 but was 

also antagonistic toward the Jews.187 Apollonios named an exclusivist 

attitude among the Jews whom he said refused to worship the gods 

others did, or to accept people with different ideas about god, who 

refrained from social activities with people holding different 

customs.188 This report indicates that some Jews did maintain distance 

from others and that it caused offence.  

Although rabbinic Judaism in the period following the destruction of 

the temple in 70 CE expressed conservatism,189 Jews did engage with 

other groups at significant levels without compromising their ethnic 

distinction.190 This supports Tessa Rajak’s position that Jews were not 

segregated in the dispersed communities of the Mediterranean.191 It 

                                            
185 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 85. 
186 Eusebios Praeparatio Evangelica, 9.19.1-3. 
187 Josephus Contra Apionem Book 2, responds to Apollonios’ Jewish references. 

Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diasora, 272. 
188 Josephus Contra Apionem 2.79, 258. 
189 Rabbinic Judaism emerged following the destruction of the temple. Conservatism 

is reflected in rabbinic writings such as the Sifra: see Levine, Judaism and Hellenism 
in Antiquity, 125; Collar, Religious Networks, 146-47. 
190 As Ameling, “Die jüdischen Gemeinden im antiken Kleinasien,” 43, who notes that 

Jews did not live in isolation from pagans and from Christian groups. 
191 Rajak, “Jewish Community.” 
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also affirms my understanding that assimilation into the Hellenistic 

mainstream did not necessarily affect ethnic distinction among Jews. 

The significant interaction between Jews and wider culture proposed 

by Rajak suggests that Judaism was not a closed institution.192 The 

assimilation of Jews is an expected response to the necessity of living 

within interdependent human communities. As the Jewish experience 

indicates, assimilation did not equate with loss of ethnic distinction, 

except in extreme situations. 

Food, food handling and hygiene were factors of Judaism that might 

appear to imply segregation. Again, this was not necessarily the case. 

Importantly Rajak discerns that despite boundaries around food 

handling and types of food eaten, for Jews cultural engagement around 

eating was not disqualified.193 The fact that Jews were prepared to 

make alternative arrangements to participate in social eating with 

other groups indicates that they were actively and positively involved 

in the life of the cultural mainstream, even if they maintained ethnic 

boundaries around food preparation and types of food eaten.  

Assimilation of cultural groups with each other and with the 

mainstream happened at the boundaries of interaction. These were the 

spaces of acculturation and integration, of sharing ideas, language, 

dialogue, common culture. (See Fig. 5 below) The boundary between 

the Hellenistic cultural mainstream (blue area) and the zone of 

acculturation and integration (yellow area), and the boundary between 

the zone of acculturation and integration and the Jewish minority 

group (dark pink area), were fluid. The dashed line borders of these 

zones represent the fluidity of the zones. This enabled interaction to 

occur and diversity between Jewish communities. 

                                            
192 Rajak, “Jewish Community,” 25. 
193 Rajak, “Jewish Community, 18 says that, “A community’s eating habits are a 

major social distinguishing mark.” 
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Further inside the buffer of the Jewish group boundary (light pink 

area), core group distinction and dissimilation was maintained through 

the preservation of defining Jewish practices.  

 

Figure 5 Urban Jewish Group Assimilation Model 

This diagram develops the basic assimilation theory model (Fig. 2) to represent the 

assimilation of Jewish groups in an urban Hellenistic environment. Within the blue 

zone of the Hellenistic cultural mainstream Jews may hold public positions, serve in 

the armed forces, engage in work and business. This zone is the place of pagan cult 

and civic duties associated with honouring the emperor. A permeable boundary line 

separates the yellow zone of acculturation and integration. Common Greek language, 

education, cultural practices such as bathing and public entertainment are engaged 

with by Jews in this zone. Sharing occurs in the areas of funerary habits and art and 

architecture. The dark pink zone is the space of urban dwelling Jews as a minority 

group. This zone also has a permeable boundary. Within it exist the specifically 

Jewish institution of the synagogue, which may be open to non-Jews. It is also the 

space for social gathering with non-Jews, while still maintaining Jewish laws. An 

impermeable boundary separates the light pink inner zone. Within it are the ethnic 

distinctions with which Jews make no cultural compromise. 
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Barclay writes of Jews living in dispersed communities: “On the whole, 

the patterns of life we have observed in the Mediterranean Diaspora 

suggest that Jews were neither socially and culturally isolated nor 

simply blended into some social amalgam.”194 This supports Ameling’s 

position that Asian Jewish communities were fully engaged with the 

wider environment.195 In an assimilation model, boundaries were 

maintained which facilitated social interaction, yet enabled religious 

identity. The zones and the boundary areas separating them supports 

that assimilation was variable. Between each Jewish community there 

were different possibilities of expression of acculturation and 

integration. This contributed to diversity between Jewish groups, even 

as religious distinction was common.196 

The model for assessing the assimilation of urban Jewish communities 

in Asia as described indicates the caution necessary in dealing with 

sources antagonistic to Jews such as Apollonios Molon. Sources like 

this can colour the evidence toward introversion where the facts might 

be different. The kind of support for the Jewish community like that 

supplied by Julia Severa who was patron of the synagogue in Akmonia 

indicates significant social interaction between Jews and non-Jews, as 

well as commonalities across occupations, interests and social 

networks.197 A great deal of social interaction between Jewish leaders 

and Julia Severa and her family would have taken place in the prelude 

to the building of the synagogue. Social interaction invariably involved 

food and eating in the ancient world, which supports Rajak’s 

suggestion that Jews were not segregated and were prepared to be 

involved in communal activities around meals. Occasions such as social 

meals provided opportunities for upward mobility.  

                                            
194 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 329. 
195 Ameling, “Die jüdischen Gemeinden im antiken Kleinasien,” 48. 
196 See Ameling, “Die jüdischen Gemeinden im antiken Kleinasien,” 35 on the 

diversity of Jewish communities in different cities. 
197 See Chapter Two on Julia and her relationship with the Jews of Akmonia. 
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For Jews, Sabbath observance identified them as distinct groups 

within a wider, non-Sabbath observing society. In the first century 

BCE, in the financially stressful era for Asia Minor preceding the pax 

romana initiated by Augustus, the granting of Jewish Sabbath 

privileges and ethnic exemptions by Romans to secure support in 

Judaea caused resentment among the non-Jewish populations.198 

Jewish Roman citizens claimed exemption from serving in the legions 

recruited for the Roman civil wars because of their requirement to 

observe the Sabbath.199 Jews from Rome were sent to Sardinia in 19 

CE, but Barclay suggests they may have served in Jewish units.200 

These units were likely to have observed Sabbath and dietary 

restrictions.201 Jews in the Roman army serving in regular units may 

have become more assimilated because of the close community of 

soldiers who did not share Jewish customs. Josephus records 

discontent in Asia when Jews did not participate in public events 

which happened on the Sabbath.202 Jews also held positions in which 

they conducted business in court, but Josephus says, not on a 

Sabbath.203 

Circumcised Jewish males would have been obvious in the Hellenistic 

environment of bath and gymnasium. The representation of 

associations of Jewish ejfhvboi, ephebes, gives evidence of integration.204 

Ephebes were youths engaged in the gymnasium, gaining athletic and 

military training as well as intellectual and cultural learning.205 The 

gymnasium was a central part of social life, at least for men, in a 

                                            
198 Josephus Antinquities, 14.267; Huttner, Early Christianity, 74. 
199 Josephus Antiquities, 14.238-40, 223-27; Ameling, “Die jüdischen Gemeinden im 

antiken Kleinasien,” 49. 
200 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 325. 
201 But see 1 Macc 2.41 which records the decision to go into battle on the Sabbath 

rather than suffer as other Jews had suffered by hiding on the Sabbath.  
202 Josephus Antiquities, 14.241-43, 244-46, 256-58, 262-64.  
203 Josephus Antiquities, 14.262-64; 16.27, 45. 
204 Ameling, “Die jüdischen Gemeinden im antiken Kleinasien,” 52 on the 

representation of Jewish youths as ephebes in the gymnasium as evidence of Jewish 

participation in mainstream culture. 
205 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 176-7. 
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Greek city. From Iasos in Asia is inscriptional evidence of a =IouvdaV 

Eujovdou, Judas son of Euodos, an ephebe.206 Another inscription 

referring to a body of Jewish ephebes comes from Hypaipa, south of 

Sardis: =Iouda(iv)wn newtevrwn, of younger Jews.207 This may indicate 

that the young men were graduates of the gymnasium but still Jewish 

in identity.208 As neoteroi they formed an association. Associations of 

graduated ephebes met to exercise and participate in civil and political 

activities. The inscription from Hypaipa suggests that this association 

of neoteroi were all Jewish, formed in the gymnasium.  

There is however, only one inscription recording the involvement of a 

Jew in Greek athletic contests, the ajgwvn. From Hierapolis a certain 

Hikesios, a Jew, is namesd ejndunoxotavtou iJeronivkou plistonivkou,209 the 

most highly reputable victor in very many sacred games, on his 

epitaph. Competitors in athletic games would have been exposed to a 

high level of Hellenistic culture, including sacrificial rites to pagan 

gods. It seems from this example that Hikesios not only participated in 

the games, but achieved multiple victories. He is nonetheless clearly 

defined as Jewish in his memorial. This shows a high level of 

acculturation and integration of a Jewish person into the Hellenistic 

                                            
206 IJO 22; Louis Robert, “Un corpus des inscriptions juives,” REJ 101 (1937a): 85-6; 

Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 177 n. 40; Barclay, Jews in the 
Mediterranean Diaspora, 271 n. 31. 
207 IJO 47. 
208 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 327; Trebilco, Jewish Communities 
in Asia Minor, 177. 
209 IJO 189: hJ soro;V kai; to; hJrw/:on progoniko;n +Ikesivou tou: (kai;) =Iouvda | tou: QevwnoV 
(ejnd)o(x)|(o)tavtou iJeronivkou plistonivkou, ejn h|/ khdeuqhvsetai +IkevsioV kai; | =OlumpivaV 
Quokrivtou hJ gunh; aujtou:` e[xousi h\V ejxousivan ta; tevka (a)ujtw:n | =Antwni:noV kai; +IkevsioV, 
a[llw/ de; oujk ejxevstai khdeu:sev tina h[ ajpotivsi prostivmou | t(h:/) gerousiva/ (dhnavria) ,B. 

tauvthV th:V ejpigrafh:V ajntivgrafon k(ei:tai ejn) | (toi:V ajrceivoiV) – The sarcophagus and 

family tomb are of Hikesios who is also (a Jew/Ioudas) son of Theon, who is the most 
highly reputable victor in very many sacred games, in it will be buried Hikesios and 
Olympia the daughter of Theokritos, his wife; their children Antoninos and Hikesios 
have authority, and no one shall be able to bury another or they will pay a penalty to 
the gerousia of 2000 denarii. A copy of this inscription lies in the archives. Although 

there is confusion over whether Hikesios is referred to as Ioudas or a Ioudaios in the 

text, I concur with Huttner, Early Christianity, 76 that Hikesios is a Jew. 
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cultural mainstream and the civic structures of gerousia and the 

archives. 

There were other non-Jewish writers than Apollonios Molon who refer 

to the ethnic identity of Jews. Strabo calls Jewish migration a tribal 

movement.210 Cicero calls Jews a natio, tribe or race,211 Seneca and 

Tacitus refer to them as gens, race, people; family.212 These ascriptions 

indicate a distinct group, recognised as so by outsiders. Cassius Dio 

accepted that some people who were not Jews by birth appeared to 

follow Jewish practices and could be called Jews, but he still refers to 

the whole Jewish people as gevnoV, race.213 Cassius Dio, a native of 

Bithynia, spent much of his life in the Asian province and would have 

been well familiar with the presence of Jews integrated in the cities. In 

his estimation, their customs were ethnic in character and not just a 

religious expression.  

Others who followed Jewish practices in Asia but were not born into 

Judaism numbered among groups known as theosebeis, god-

worshippers, and fobou:menoi/sebovmenoi to;n qeovn, god-fearers. These 

provide evidence of assimilation of groups and will be discussed 

separately.214 

 

4.9.2 Jewish material culture 

 

                                            
210 fu:lon, tribe. Strabo cited in Josephus Antiquities 14.115. 
211 Cicero De Provinviis Consularibus 5.10. 
212 Seneca, in Augustine, De Civitate Dei 6.11; Tacitus, Histories 5.4.1. 
213 Cassius Dio 37.16.5-17-1: h{ te ga;r cwvra =Ioudaiva kai; aujtoi; =Ioudai:oi wjnomavdatai` hJ 
de; ejpivklhsiV au{th ejkeivnoiV me;n oujk oi\d= o{qen h[rxato genevsqai, fevrei de; kai; ejpi; tou;V 
ajllou;V ajnqrwvpouV o{soi ta; novmima aujtw:n, kaivper ajlloeqnei:V o[nteV, zhlou:si. kai; e[sti 
kai; para; toi:V +RwmaivoiV to; gevnoV tou:to, kolousqe;n me;n pollavkiV, aujxhqe;n de; ejpi; 
plei:ston, w{ste kai; ejV parrhsivan th:V nomivsewV ejknikh:sai – for the country is Judaea 

and the people named Judaeans; I do not know from what source this title came 
about or when it began, but as many as emulate their customs even among other 
people, although being of another nation, bear the name; and this race is among the 
Romans, although having been cut down many times, it has been much increased, so 
that it has achieved freespokenness of its customs. 
214 See Chapter Seven. 



 

161 

 

Despite varying degrees of ethnicity among Jewish groups, there was 

no distinct Jewish material culture.215 Jewish material culture was 

absorbed from the Hellenistic urban environment. This indicates that 

Judaism was closer culturally to Hellenism than to Romanism, which 

as Woolf has said, valued material culture as part of self-definition.216 

Levine writes of Jewish material culture:  

“Thus, since the Jewish people never had a unique material culture of 

their own, contemporary culture largely determined how they built 

their homes, city walls, streets, and public buildings (including the 

two Jerusalem Temples and, later on, their synagogues), what sorts of 

decorations they used, how they made their eating utensils, what 

clothes they wore, and how they buried their dead.”217  

This definition assists with the interpretation of funerary monuments 

in Akmonia, discussed in Chapter Two. For Jews, the choice of tomb 

for burial was likely a choice of necessity.218 This would be especially 

the case with less wealthy people who did not have the means to make 

choices based on decoration or overall aesthetics, but had to make do 

with whatever was current in the marketplace.  

It appears that for Jews, like cultural Greeks, material culture did not 

define ethnic or cultural identity. With very little of their own 

architectural or artistic tradition outside of some symbols that came 

about in late antiquity,219 Jews made use of Graeco-Roman decorations 

and symbols in synagogues, at least in the first and second centuries 

CE.220 The use of these symbols indicated a willing participation in the 

wider culture because the mainstream cultural symbols did not reflect 

                                            
215 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 5. 
216 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 120. 
217 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 23. 
218 Ameling, “Die jüdischen Gemeinden im antiken Kleinasien,” 52 names tomb styles 

as an indicator of Jewish participation in mainstream culture. 
219 See however, a recent find from beyond Asia Minor of the distinguishing Jewish 

symbol of the menorah found in a first century CE synagogue from ancient Migdal in 

Galilee. M. Aviam, “The Decorated Stone from the Synagogue at Migdal: A Holistic 

Interpretation and a Glimpse into the Life of Galilean Jews at the Time of Jesus,” NT 
55 (2013): 205-20.  
220 Snyder, “Interaction of Jews with Non-Jews,” 80-81. 
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ethnic identity. Symbols and decorations, along with other material 

culture reflect the acculturative capacity of Judaism. 

Specific Jewish material tradition in Asia Minor came later, after the 

third century. New distinguishing symbols then featured in synagogue 

decoration.221 Pagan symbols were used comfortably in the first three 

centuries even if they were not assimilated into the Jewish culture.222 

In cultural terms they served as mere decoration rather than having 

inherent symbolic meaning. Some symbols, such as the rosette, were 

used as both pagan and Jewish decorations.223 Neither did those 

recognisably Jewish symbols transfer to the Graeco-Roman religious 

traditions. 

Christians on the other hand did express themselves to the wider 

world by their adoption and adaptation of symbols from the 

mainstream culture.224 This infers that Christians identified more 

closely with Roman than Hellenistic culture.  

From the middle of the second century CE Jewish stance on dealing 

with the presence of Graeco-Roman images and material culture 

became even more flexible in order to navigate life in the Asian urban 

                                            
221 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 156. The distinguishing symbols 

include the menorah, lulav, ethrog, shofar and incense shovels. A beautiful mosaic 

panel from the fourth century CE Hammat Tiberias synagogue contains these 

symbols surrounding a torah ark. A menorah is a seven-branched candelabrum; a 

lulav the branches of palm trees; an ethrog is fruit of good trees; a shofar is a ram’s 

horn blown on ceremonial days. Snyder, “Interaction of Jews with Non-Jews,” 79-80 

also includes a torah shrine as a distinctive Jewish symbol, at least in the Roman 

catacombs. It is to be noted that the recent discovery of the decorated stone in the 

Migdal synagogue depicting a menorah and other symbols reflecting the temple, 

preceded the later use of temple symbols in third to sixth century CE synagogue 

decorations. This included the Hammat Tiberias synagogue. See Aviam, “Decorated 

Stone from the Synagogue at Migdal,” 216.  
222 Pagan symbols included: grapevine, birds, amphorae, eagle, flowers, lions, rosette, 

shell and wreath. Snyder, “Interaction of Jews with Non-Jews,” 78-9 says that in 

Rome these symbols are found in Jewish contexts. 
223 Aviam, “Decorated Stone from the Synagogue at Migdal,” 213-14 suggests that the 

rosette was the most common decoration in Jewish art, and at 214, that the rosette 

on the decorated stone from the synagogue at Migdal in Galilee had celestial 

symbolism. 
224 Snyder, “Interaction of Jews with Non-Jews,” 89-90. 
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environment. There was greater openness to expression through art,225 

although this was not exclusive.226 Some rabbinic teaching was directly 

opposed to the mainstream pagan culture. The midrash Sifra warns 

against taking up pagan fashion.227 These rabbis were religious leaders 

however, and we may not make conclusions about the practice of 

ordinary people from their stance, neither the degree to which the 

rabbinic teaching was known or followed. The Mishnah text Abodah 

Zarah deals extensively with the issues of idols and pagan religion and 

how Jews may live within this wider cultural context.  

 

4.9.3 Summing up urban Jews and Jewish ethnic distinction 

The evidence of Jews as urban cultural groups is extensive. The 

evidence suggests that Jews were well assimilated into the 

mainstream, but also ethnically distinct. Numerically Jews were 

minority groups in urban settings. In cities such as Sardis, great 

buildings lie as memorials to Jewish integration within Hellenistic city 

structures. The Graeco-Roman institution of the gymnasium had 

Jewish members, which is a further indication of assimilation with the 

cultural mainstream. Jews in influential positions such as Titus 

Flavius Alexandros of Akmonia reveal that social and political mobility 

through urban structures was possible for Jews.  

A diversity of expression of Judaism is found in Asia Minor. These 

range from a few who were so completely assimilated as to be 

                                            
225 m. Abodah Zarah 3.4 gives the example of Rabban Gamaliel in Akko who was 

challenged by the philosopher Peroklos while bathing in a bathhouse ornamented 

with the image of Aphrodite. His reply was that the ornamentation belonged to ‘their 

gods’ and that the fact that one urinated in a trough beneath the image was proof 

that it was not his god. The story is dated to between 100-120 CE according to 

Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 107. 
226 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 106-7 provides a contrasting 

example of attitude toward figural representations in Masekhet Bahodesh 6, H. S. 

Horovitz and I. A. Rabin eds. Mechilta D’Rabbi Ismael, (Jerusalem: Bamberger & 

Wahrman, 1960), 224-25 which is a harsh condemnation of imagery. 
227 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 125, citing Sifre-Deuteronomy 81, 

ed. L. Finkelstein, (Reprinted New York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 1969), 147. 
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unidentifiable as Jews to those who were culturally introverted. On the 

high end of assimilation were those Jews who participated in exogamy 

and Jewish slaves. On the lower end of assimilation were the Jews who 

shunned society named by Apollonios Molon. Most Jewish people 

existed on the spectrum of variability in between. As urban groups, 

they were recognised as different through special customs and 

religious beliefs.  

Jews were recognised in the Roman army and sought exemptions to 

uphold customs around the Sabbath, as reported by Josephus. This 

indicates that Jewish religious requirements were well known. In 

addition to Sabbath observance, Jewish ethnicity was notable around 

food, food hygiene and practices such as circumcision. Again, these 

marked Jews as different from mainstream Asian Greeks and Romans. 

Jews made provision for these practices and for the most part did not 

exclude themselves from participation in social and political life.  

Urban Jews were in the first three centuries highly acculturated in 

material culture. They made use of pagan art and decorations, building 

styles, clothing and burial customs. These things were not seen as 

essential to Jewish identity. Specific artistic style came later. 

In this study of urban Jews acculturating and integrative practices 

have been shown. These enabled Jews and the Jewish communities to 

participate in wider Hellenistic culture. Equally, evidence of ethnic 

distinction has been shown despite the high level of engagement with 

civic structures. In summary, Jews in cities were positively assimilated 

into the culture in which they were immersed.  

 

 4.10 Summing up the urban cultural environment  

The urban cultural environment in Asia Minor differed from the rural 

in that it was dominated by cultural Hellenisation. Mainstream 
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Hellenisation was the culture of Graeco-Roman pagans. Minority 

groups such as Jews and Christians participated in this culture in the 

ordinary course of daily life. The degree to which these minority groups 

were Hellenised indicates their levels of assimilation. As shown above, 

their assimilation did not result in loss of ethnic distinction. 

The impact of Romanisation on the Hellenistic urban environment did 

not affect cultural Hellenisation to any significant degree. The 

Hellenistic city incorporated Roman architectural changes and 

statuary in togas readily. This was due to the difference in the value of 

material culture held between Romans and Greeks. Neither did 

changes in bathing habits and spectatorship at gladiatorial games 

adversely affect Hellenistic cultural identity. These things contributed 

to the unique appearance of the eastern cultural environment as 

opposed to the west. In this environment, cultural engagement 

happened at the boundary areas between groups.  

The figurehead of the Roman emperor was representative of Roman 

authority throughout the empire, and the imperial cult took its place 

within pagan political and religious life. The imperial cult was more 

prominent in the cities than country. In cities, civic and religious 

activities, and public ceremonial events included honouring of the 

emperor and sacrifice on behalf of the emperor.  

The urban environment was made up of a mix of groups of people from 

different backgrounds. These people gathered informally under the 

banner of cultural Hellenisation.  

 

4.11 Conclusion – the cultural environment of Asia Minor in the first 

three centuries 

The cultural environment of Asia Minor has been established as a 

complex place which accommodated multiple groups of people. The 

umbrella of cultural Hellenisation allowed space for the maintenance 
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of group distinction. It provided for the emergence of new ideas, 

especially in the spaces between cultural groups. The cultural 

environment supported difference between rural and urban groups. 

The rural setting was home to many and varied indigenous minority 

groups gathered around pagan cults and the central space of the rural 

temple. Assimilative resistance to Hellenisation and Romanisation 

characterised these groups. Erosion of indigenous groups happened 

over time. Urban pagans were highly Hellenised and Roman cultural 

impact did not undermine their Hellenisation. Minority group Jews 

were well assimilated into Hellenistic cities, but maintained ethnic 

distinction. Christians similarly lived in this environment. 

I have examined the interaction of these diverse groups in this chapter 

through assimilation processes. The cultural environment as 

established does provides a context, a matrix, for discussion in the 

following chapters on the development of a new religious situation and 

the emergence of expressions of a highest god.
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5. THE NEW RELIGIOUS SITUATION  

IN ASIA MINOR 
 

The setting out of the cultural environment of Asia Minor in the last 

chapter prepares the way for discussion on religious change in this 

chapter. I first describe tradition pagan religion as the expression of 

mainstream Hellenisation. From this I explore religious change in the 

cultural environment and draw out the religious attitude found beyond 

the margins of mainstream culture. I look for evidence of the 

contribution of the individual to change, then identify new religious 

groups. I present the response to religious change in a minority group 

setting through the practices of transgression, confession and penance.  

This chapter uncovers the background to the monotheistic attitude 

that arose in parts of Asia Minor in response to the presence of new 

religious groups and the new situation that resulted. The findings of 

this study open the way for discussion on the monotheistic expressions 

that emerged in minority group religious activity, and that the cultural 

environment itself enabled the religious change which supported 

monotheistic attitudes. 

I have borrowed the term “new religious situation” from John North.1 

This term sums up the position created by the assimilative 

interrelationships between the cultural groups described in the last 

chapter. It is the starting point from which new religious expressions 

emerged.  

 

 

                                            
1 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 174-193 refers throughout the 

chapter on the new religious situation brought about by the rise of a new type of cult. 
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5.1 The face of traditional paganism 

Before discussing the movement away from traditional religion and the 

development of new groups, I analyse the appearance of traditional 

pagan religion in the Roman Empire. This prepares for discussion of 

religious change. Traditional pagan groups made up mainstream 

religion, especially in the Hellenised cities of Asia. John North has 

established that religion was not a defining aspect of distinction for 

pagans, as it was for Jews and Christians. This is because pagan 

religion was embedded within the structures of mainstream society.2 

Embedded religion was static, unmoving, part of the fundamental 

structure around which human communities were built. Change from 

this static state was a gradual process beginning as early as the second 

century BCE. From that time, new types of cults appeared which 

generated different worship patterns and new levels of interest and 

commitment.3 This change continued into the fourth century CE when 

Christianity became the dominant religion throughout the Roman 

Empire.4 In fact the period from about 200 BCE to 200 CE may be 

characterised by the emergence of multiple different religious groups.5 

Even the status of traditional paganism as a religion is disputed, at 

least during the imperial era before there became conflict with 

Christianity.6 It was not until the fourth century CE that paganism as 

a distinctive religious movement with developed theology came about,7 

encouraged by the leading figure of the Roman emperor Julian (361-63 

                                            
2 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 178-9. 
3 The example of the introduction of the mystery cult of Bacchus/Dionysos into Rome 

upset the Roman Senate because its following could not be controlled, its rituals were 

not made public. The cult incurred vicious reprisal throughout Italy. See North, 

“Religious Toleration,” 85-96; Rodney Stark, “Religious Competition and Roman 

Piety,” Interdisciplinary Journal of Research on Religion 2 (2006): 15-17; North, 

“Development of Religious Pluralism,” 183. 
4 Stark, “Religious Competition,” 25: 50% people in the Roman Empire were 

Christian by the middle of the fourth century CE.  
5 North, “Religious Toleration,” 96. 
6 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 187. 
7 Mitchell and Van Nuffelen, One God, 14. 
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CE). Julian tried to build pagan religion as a cultural concept with 

intellectual and artistic aspects as a counter to Christianity.8 This was 

a very different aspect of paganism. It is better described as a ‘new 

paganism,’ which belonged to a specific period, rather than traditional, 

embedded pagan religion. The theological and philosophical 

developments in new paganism lie beyond the scope of this study. 

There was in traditional paganism little literature, written instruction 

concerning ritual or religious matters, or doctrine of worship. When 

acts of worship towards a specific deity happened it usually involved 

an occasional animal sacrifice followed by a banquet.9 Stark comments 

on the absence of emotion in traditional paganism.10 He especially 

notes that there was no love in acts of worship, either from human 

beings directed toward the god, or any perception of love from the god 

to human beings.11 

Within traditional paganism there were no organised systems of 

beliefs which members were asked to commit to, no religious authority 

structure, no set of ideas beyond family and political context.12 

Traditional religion did not offer moral direction or personal 

fulfillment. It was in fact, based upon gods who were flawed in the very 

same way as human beings.13 The gods of tradition engaged in 

immoral behaviour, they regarded human beings merely for 

convenience. Graeco-Roman mythology abounds with stories of the 

immoral and cruel behaviour of the gods towards human beings. 

In traditional paganism, there were no differentiated religious 

institutions or identifiable religious groups based on popular 

membership. The idea of choice in religion was not the experience of 

                                            
8 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 188.  
9 Stark, “Religious Competition,” 10. 
10 Stark, “Religious Competition,” 10. 
11 Stark, “Religious Competition,” 9. 
12 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 187.  
13 Stark, “Religious Competition,” 10-11. 
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the people who inherited the traditions of paganism. Religion itself did 

not provide power or influence. Power and influence were linked to city 

or family.14 It was from within these cultural allegiances that religious 

identification was formed. Freedom in religious allegiance came with 

the breaking down of religion as embedded and changeless.  

In social science terms the movement from monopolised religion to a 

place where there arose differentiated groups with their own systems 

of belief, the opportunity of personal choice in joining, and the 

requirement for commitment in return, is known as “marketplace 

religion.”15 The development of the religious situation into one of the 

marketplace created a pluralistic environment.16 Stark even suggests 

that religious pluralism is the “natural state of any religious 

economy.”17 This statement suggests that there are different needs 

within communities which are fulfilled by different groups offering 

different things. The cultural environment in which religion is set 

must be open to change for the needs of people to be expressed and to 

have opportunities for these needs to be met. The work of the previous 

chapter shows that the cultural environment of Asia Minor was 

receptive to a new religious situation through the assimilative 

interaction of multiple groups. 

The freedom of a religious marketplace provided opportunities for 

people to explore new cults or to move into already established cults 

such as Judaism. Within traditional, embedded paganism, people did 

not usually leave the cult they were identified with through the 

cultural allegiances of family and city to join another religious group. 

People stayed even though there was nothing formally in place to 

                                            
14 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 177. 
15 Stark, “Religious Competition,” 4-5; Lieu, North, Rajak, “Jews among Pagans and 

Christians,” 4, and throughout the book look at religious movement toward a 

marketplace model. See also North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 178-9. 
16 Even though polytheistic paganism was pluralistic in terms of honouring multiple 

deities, it was not pluralistic in the sense of supporting multiple differentiated 

groups within it. 
17 Stark, “Religious Competition,” 5. 
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prevent people from worshipping whichever god they chose to follow in 

various situations.18  

Cicero said that people should only worship gods who had been 

publicly accepted.19 This did not include foreign gods, new gods or 

private gods. The Athenians opposed new gods and cults, which was a 

reason they tried Socrates.20  

In Asia Minor and much of the eastern part of the Roman Empire, 

there were new and different gods and cults constantly being 

introduced through travel and settlement of people from other areas.21 

Despite the novelty, there were similarities in patterns of worship 

between all pagan cults. These included animal sacrifice, burning of 

offerings, dedication of stone monuments, the sharing of food and 

drink.22 Where distinct religious groups not defined by city or family 

did exist in the traditional pagan context, they were small and elitist, 

based around priesthoods, and people did not join them through 

religious commitment.23 Rather in a city environment it was to the 

gods of the city that people were loyal. They did not have a choice in 

which cult they would join.24 In the ancient Graeco-Roman context 

religion and city were mutually sustaining.  

                                            
18 North, “Disguising Change,” 68. 
19 North, “Disguising Change,” 69. Cicero de legibus 2.19: Separatim nemo habessit 

deos, neve novos advenas, nisi publice adscitos; privatim colunto quos rite a patribus 

<cultos acceperint> - separately from the community, let no one worship new gods, 
nor foreign ones unless they have been officially adopted. Privately, let them worship 
those (gods) that <they know to have been worshipped> duly by their forefathers. 
(translation John North, “Disguising Change, 69.) 
20 Xenophon Memorabilia 1.1.1: ajdikei: SwkravthV ou}V me;n hJ povliV nomivzei qeou;V ouj 
nomivzwn e{tera de; kaina; daimovnia eijsfevrwn – Socrates is accused of not believing in the 

gods the city believes and of bringing in other and new daimones. Whilst Greek and 

Roman culture was different, embedded traditional religion was common to them 

both. 
21 Examples such as cults of Isis, Osiris and Serapis from Egypt, Ahura Mazda from 

the east, Roman gods such as Vesta and Mithras, provide evidence of the movement 

of people bringing their gods with them as they travelled. See Chapter Eight on 

assimilation of gods.  
22 Mitchell, Anatolia 2, 30. 
23 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 177. 
24 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 177. 
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In the country, religious grouping was centred around the rural temple 

and the god or gods of that temple rather than the gods of any nearby 

cities or larger towns.25 The gods of rural temples remote from cities 

were primarily indigenous gods. New Hellenistic gods assimilated the 

indigenous identities, giving them a Hellenistic identity. Choice in the 

country was nonetheless equally limited.  

The concept of religious belief as understood today was not the 

experience of ancient pagans.26 To these people, believing in a god as a 

choice in religion was new thinking. Birth and environmental context, 

not choice and voluntary commitment, determined religious 

attachment to any group.27 Belief was not a conscious act because 

there existed no alternative. Religion without the element of belief, 

choice, commitment, was the face of traditional paganism. 

 

5.2 Religious change in the cultural environment 

The face of traditional paganism changed in the first three imperial 

centuries. These changes reflect a new religious attitude. They 

prepared the way for reorientation in pagan cultic practice toward one 

god in a new setting. The processes of religious change in the cultural 

environment began with the opportunities for choice in religious 

groups. This represented a change from the past, from the state of 

embedded, static religion. New groups which people could choose to 

become a member of came about because the cultural environment was 

receptive to change. The assimilation between cultural groups 

provided spaces for conversation and exchange of ideas. In religion, 

exchange created an impetus for the development of new groups to 

                                            
25 See Ricl, “Society and Economy” on the prominence of the rural temple in the life of 

indigenous groups. 
26 The Oxford Online Dictionary defines belief as: “acceptance of something as true 

even without proof.” Modern belief accepts there are choices in religion and this leads 

to a person making a choice and having commitment to that choice.  
27 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 178. 
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express new ideas about god and gods, new ways of approach to the 

divine.  

The Roman cultural overlay that came to Asia Minor alongside Roman 

rule brought with it an attitude of unchanging solidarity with the past. 

The Romans were the inheritors of the ideology of the Aeterna Roma. 

This ideology was foundational to the success of Republic and Empire. 

Eternal Rome was embedded within Roman psyche as an attitude that 

no matter what happened the city of Rome and its central place in the 

world would never change. 

In Asia Minor the Roman mindset encountered the flexibility of 

Hellenised culture, which already was full of new gods and new cults. 

The Romans knew some of these gods through the migration of cults 

and Hellenised Asians to the west, and through direct importation of 

gods from the eastern Empire. Some of these gods were identified with 

their own gods, given Roman for Greek names.28 Dionysos became 

Bacchus, Kybele became Magna Mater, Helios became Sol Invictus. 

The rise of religious change in both public and private life in Asia 

Minor was made possible by the flexibility of Hellenistic culture and its 

assimilating edges with different cultural groups. This shows us that 

changelessness was indeed an ideology, like the Aeterna Roma, and 

not a fact.  

Change was not new to people influenced by Roman cultural 

environments however. This included change in religious life.29 The 

second century BCE repression of cults of Dionysos/Bacchus by the 

Roman Senate seemed to indicate that innovation in religion was 

unwelcome.30 Yet it was the Romans who introduced the cult of 

Mithras, which became hugely popular, especially within the military. 

                                            
28 Stark, “Religious Competition,” 7. 
29 North, “Disguising Change,” 59. 
30 Livy 39.8-19. 
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By an act of the Senate the Asian Kybele was brought to Rome.31 

Similarly the Romans permitted the dissemination of the Sibylline 

oracles. These Greek documents named new gods for people to follow.32 

North in fact suggests that Romans did introduce change in religion, 

but disguised that change to make it seem that the traditions of 

paganism were steady and unwavering.33 It was important that any 

change was perceived to be dependent on Roman authority. Any sense 

of revolutionary activity was to be avoided. The issue with the festive 

Bacchanalia in 186 BCE was its independence and perceived 

uncontrollability. The fact of the persecution of the Bacchic members 

means there was choice in religion to be made other than traditional 

paganism.34 A pattern of persecution of groups other than the state 

sanctioned paganism can be followed in the history of the Jews under 

the Roman Empire and the rise of Christianity.35 

North’s study on the disguising of religious change focusses on Rome, 

which limits its usefulness in the context of Asia Minor. The cultural 

differences between Asia Minor and the western Empire included the 

different values Romans placed on material things than Greeks.36 

Buildings and institutions based around buildings, and the moral 

value associated with these, contributed to distinctive Roman 

culture.37 For Hellenistic Greeks, the perceptions of foundational 

values that differed from the Romans, such as mythology and common 

language, more closely aligned with their culture.38 These differing 

values meant that Roman authority did not adversely affect the 

Hellenistic cultural mainstream of Asia. Within Hellenisation, 

                                            
31 Stark, “Religious Competition,” 8. 
32 North, “Disguising Change,” 65. 
33 North, “Disguising Change,” 60-64. 
34 North, “Religious Toleration,” 97. 
35 Persecution continued until at least World War 2. 
36 See Chapter Four section 4.7 on the impact of Romanisation on urban Hellenistic 

cultural groups. 
37 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 120. 
38 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 130. 
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innovation in religion happened through the assimilation of different 

cultural groups. Asia Minor was at the face of cultural exchange with 

eastern groups and their deities. The need for disguise was less 

apparent in the east than the west, due to the differing bases of 

cultural values as discussed.  

The diverse cultural milieu of Asia Minor became increasingly complex 

in religious life in the period before Christianity became dominant.39 

The full expansion of the Roman Empire in the second century CE 

brought with it good roads for travel, security of borders, a more 

general prosperity. Mixing of different groups of people happened more 

readily. Complexity increased as new opportunities in religion arose. 

Movement happened from a static, embedded religion based around 

gods of the city or a rural temple, to a place where new groups 

appeared which offered choice in membership and voluntary 

commitment. The changes that took place in the first three imperial 

centuries were such that Mitchell and van Nuffelen describe them as a 

“religious revolution.”40  

The development of cults which required choice in membership shifted 

religious power away from family and state, which was something 

entirely new.41 This led to competition with the place of traditional 

temples,42 conflict within family hierarchy and between new groups 

with voluntary membership. The new groups interacted and competed 

for membership. Religion became a market with the groups being the 

suppliers, and the needs of people seeking new religious opportunities, 

the demand.43 This was a new situation. The result of conflict and 

competition forced members within the religious groups, including 

traditional paganism, to change to meet the new situation. Within this 

                                            
39 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 176. 
40 Mitchell and van Nuffelen, One God, 1. 
41 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 187. 
42 Stark, “Religious Competition,” 9. 
43 Stark, “Religious Competition,” 4. 
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new situation, the groups interacted and coexisted, shaping the 

religious aspect of the cultural environment. The transformation that 

resulted spread to all areas of religious life.44  

Identifying cultural change that happened throughout the Roman 

Empire from the late Republic until the beginning of the fourth 

century when the monopolisation of Christianity was quite advanced is 

critical to this study. Through assimilation between groups the 

processes of change leading to monotheistic types of religion in Asia 

Minor arose. Monotheistic groups such as Christianity and some pagan 

cults of a highest god, Theos Hypsistos, numbered among groups of the 

new type. Such groups provided voluntary choice in joining and 

required commitment in response. These groups represented a new 

way of approach to a highest god. Their development in Asia Minor 

contributed to a new and unique religious environment in the Roman 

Empire. 

 

5.3 Religious groups of the new type 

The relative stability, security and prosperity of the Asian provinces in 

the first and second centuries CE assisted the reception of new groups 

in the religious situation. Stability in the empire declined in the third 

century, but the environment for religious change was still supported 

up to and into the fourth century.  

‘New’ pagan gods that attracted cult followings in the eastern and 

western Roman Empire included Isis, Osiris and Serapis from Egypt, 

Mithras from Rome. In the cities of Asia Minor, previously rural only 

gods such as Kybele and Attis became popular. These gods and their 

cults, in addition to some others, especially those with mysteries, such 

as cults of Dionysos, represented a new religious approach. Pagan cults 

                                            
44 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 192. 
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of Theos Hypsistos emerged at the same time. Beyond paganism, 

Christianity and Judaism belonged to this new style of religious group. 

Groups of the new type differed from the other in ways of 

understanding the god, in rituals of worship, and in associated 

activities.  

They formed part of the marketplace of religion. The market was 

competitive, especially when maintenance of temples and permanent 

personnel was unsupported by the state.45 New cults responded to 

spiritual needs in people which were unfulfilled by the offerings of 

traditional paganism.46 Traditional paganism was limited in its 

capacity to bring personal satisfaction to people. It served civic and 

political functions.47 Human engagement with traditional paganism 

was a formal relationship between people, the city, and the god or gods 

who protected the city and were honoured as patrons. The relationship 

formed part of the integration aspect of assimilation. It lacked the 

personal, spiritual aspects of religion which were fulfilled in the new 

types of cults. 

The emotional element of religion was absent in traditional civic, 

family based religion. As noted above, Stark even goes as far as 

naming the absence of love in traditional pagan religion.48 Pagans did 

not love the gods of tradition, even though they relied on them for 

protection. Neither did they expect to be loved in return, unlike their 

relationships with Isis or Christ.49 The worship of these deities 

permitted the expression of emotion, as attested in literature and 

scripture.50 Stark makes a bold claim in saying that pagans were 

                                            
45 Stark, “Religious Competition,” 4.  
46 Stark, “Religious Competition,” 4. 
47 As North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 177 ff., explains in his discussion 

on traditional civic pagan religion. 
48 Stark, “Religious Competition,” 9. 
49 Stark, “Religious Competition,” 9-11. 
50 For example, the deep feelings expressed by Lucius in his process of initiation into 

the cult of Isis can be found in Apuleius’ Metamorphoses 11. In a different genre, the 
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missing love in the traditional religious experience. It is also difficult 

to show through evidence. Would people have sought love in their new 

religious groups and newly developed relationships with the gods? 

Love is a qualitative aspect of religion. Is the expectation of love a 

supposition imposed from our anachronistic view of religion and what 

we might expect from religion today? 

Clearly something essential was absent from traditional religion.  

Whether the absence was love, other emotion, spiritual desires, or the 

new drive of individuals away from the parameters of state and family, 

the appearance of new religious groups, once begun, only became more 

obvious.  

Cults that had or developed mysteries provided opportunities for 

emotional expression. These too belonged to the new type of religious 

group. It was to the activities of the mysteries of Dionysos/Bacchus 

that the Roman Senate reacted in Rome. Emotional responses such as 

ecstasy and even mania, religious furor, accompanied some elements of 

celebration of the mysteries of gods like Dionysos, Kybele and Isis.51 

The fearful reaction of Roman authorities to the festive Bacchanalia, 

indicate that something new in religion was happening among 

religious groups.  

Developments in the complexity of mystery cults is a further indication 

of the movement in religious change.52 Mystery cults had been part of 

                                            
teaching and following of Jesus Christ witnessed in the New Testament is focussed 

on love. 
51 Worship of Dionysos in the mysteries of the cult were especially associated with 

mania. Euripides’ Backhai reports of women mainads, the followers of Dionysos, 

driven mad with the ecstasy of worship. It was possible that the conservative Roman 

Senate were filled with these dramatic theatrical images when they suppressed the 

cult in Italy. 
52 The study of mystery cults is large and I will limit my discussion of them here. For 

excellent overview studies in mystery cults see: Walter Burkert, Ancient Mystery 
Cults, (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 1987); Martin P. Nilsson, The Dionysiac 
Mysteries of the Hellenistic and Roman Age, (New York: Arno Press, 1975); Richard 

Reitzenstein, Hellenistic Mystery Religions: Their Basic Ideas and Significance, 
(Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: The Pickwick Press, 1978). 
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the traditional make up of paganism for centuries. Specific 

developments in mystery cults occurred however which identified them 

as a new type of religious group. North does note that it is difficult to 

know exactly in what ways they did change.53 He suggests that 

evidence of a doctrine of soteriology of the present life and the next life 

may qualify a mystery cult as belonging to a religious group of the new 

type.54 He also concedes that mystery cults do not categorise easily, 

making a common benchmark for identifying them as a new group 

impossible. Mystery cults had strict rules around membership and 

different ritual practices and mythical doctrines than the public 

versions of the cult.55 This differentiated them from traditional 

paganism. 

A new type of religion offered choice in membership and expected 

commitment from members in return. Membership into some groups, 

especially mystery cults, required initiation. Initiation into mystery 

cults was a step toward commitment and away from civic religion.56 

The commitment of initiation led to a more exclusive devotion toward 

the god of the cult into which one was initiated.57 Stark even suggests 

that in the new type of religious group there is evidence of a 

monotheistic-like attitude toward the one god of cult allegiance, and of 

these groups that, “Although not as exclusive as Judaism and 

Christianity, Bacchanalianism, Mithra, Isiacism, and Cybelene 

worship expected initiates to cease temple-hopping and devote 

themselves fully to their respective deity.”58 

                                            
53 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 183. 
54 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 183. 
55 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 189-90. Mystery cults of Mithras 

developed a sophisticated version of the afterlife involving levels of initiation which 

provided opportunities for the progress of the soul, and basic doctrines which were 

subversive of ordinary expectations of ancient life. 
56 North, “Religious Toleration,” 98. 
57 Stark, “Religious Competition,” 12.  
58 Stark, “Religious Competition,” 13. 
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If this is the case, then it is possible to say that the new religious 

situation created opportunities for monotheistic expressions of god to 

arise. In addition to initiation as a means of membership and 

commitment, a new type of relationship with the god evolved. The new 

connection through worship permitted an emotional response that did 

not appear to be part of traditional, civic religion. 

The new types of religious groups included those which specified a 

quality of doctrine, experiences, insights, myths and stories.59 New 

types of religious groups differed from the traditional religion which 

existed very much as part of the fabric of a city.60 The image of 

traditional religion was represented in the protection and patronage of 

a deity and the desire to maintain good relationships with the gods, to 

follow appropriate rules of behaviour around significant human events 

such as birth and death.61 Civic statues which adorned cities expressed 

this image. The new type of religions offered a lifestyle based around 

membership that whilst engaging with civic life at integrational, or 

structural assimilation levels, also enjoyed an independent identity. 

The disassociation of identity from the civic and from family structures 

led to conflict.62  

New religious groups shifted power away from state and family. 

Conflict resulted from the breaking down of the patriarchal 

powerhouse that dominated the structuring of authoritative hierarchy 

in society. This same structuring was modelled in families. The figure 

of paterfamilias, the male headship of family, was a version of imperial 

headship over Rome and all the provinces.63 The structure of family 

around this model was a cause of conflict as new allegiance to groups 

with different values drew authority away from the traditional 

                                            
59 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 178. 
60 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 177. 
61 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 188. 
62 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 187. 
63 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 185. The paterfamilias was the 

oldest living male progenitor within a family. 
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figurehead. Previously, pagans participated in religious activities 

within the family and as part of the city.64  

New cults differed from traditional paganism in having written 

documents expressing doctrine, beliefs, moral guidance, explanation of 

rituals.65 They also offered the benefit of community. From within 

community a wider range of activities beyond worship took place. New 

groups had their own organisational or authority structure which was 

independent of the traditions of family and city. Commitment to 

groups included loyalty and rejection of past types of behaviour. 

Separate values and principles which would not be accepted by 

members of wider society defined new groups. New groups developed 

distinction from the normal religious life of city, with new rituals, 

different calendars, dietary rules.66 

Christianity was an obvious new type of religious group which 

emerged from the first century CE. It cannot be assumed to have 

instigated the new situation however, because some changes happened 

before the Christian movement held any numerical significance.67 

Christianity was a missional religion. This attitude acted as an 

impeller to other new groups, making them react to a new situation 

and thereby be creative and adaptive.68 The presence and extent of 

influence of Christian groups in the Hellenistic cultural matrix should 

not be overestimated however. Scholars such as Schnabel appear to 

emphasise the presence and success of Christian groups over 

indigenous pagan groups in the cultural environment.69 Literary 

                                            
64 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 186. 
65 Stark, “Religious Competition,” 11. 
66 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 184. 
67 The Roman reaction against participants in the Bacchanalia preceded any 

Christian presence by nearly two centuries. 
68 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 191-2. 
69 Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 182-7. Here Schnabel explains in five points why the 

rise and success of Christianity led to the decline of the practice of public confession 

in indigenous cults of especially Phrygia and Lydia. In my mind, he overemphasises 

the role of Christianity in shaping the cultural environment, at least before the 

fourth century. 
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evidence derived from Christian authors in the first to the third 

centuries give little indication of numbers of Christians or their impact 

on the mainstream cultural environment. In many places, inscriptional 

evidence was similarly quite limited.70 Even in places like Sardis, 

Thyateira and Philadelphia which are addressed in the Book of 

Revelation,71 inscriptional evidence is very poor.72 Phrygia, Lykaonia 

and northern Isauria on the other hand, provide less literary 

evidence73 but much more inscriptions.74 

Christianity was a distinct group, even when some Christians still 

shared in the practices of their inherited ethnic Judaism, or with 

previous pagan practices. Unlike Judaism however, membership of 

Christian ekklesiai was not ethnically based. Christian groups were 

made up of people from various backgrounds, as the witness of the 

New Testament shows. People became members of Christian groups by 

voluntary choice and initiation, and there was an expected level of 

commitment by members to the community. Distinct funerary 

formulae and distribution patterns assist in archaeologically 

identifying Christian groups.75 The patterns of assimilation as 

discussed throughout this study suggest that Christians, as much as 

                                            
70 Mitchell, Anatolia 2, 37. 
71 Rev. 1.11; 2.18; 3.1, 7. 
72 Mitchell, Anatolia 2, 38. 
73 Noting the important source of Pliny Letter to Trajan. 
74 TAM V I.21, a Christian epitaph from Lydia: =Onhsimh;V | ijdiva/ quga- | tri; =Ammiva/ | 

mnhvmhV | cavrin. | <e>i[ tiV de; aJmarthvsei eijV th;n ijkovna (tauv)- | thn, e[stai hJ yuch; aujtou: 
ajn(aqev)- | maV t(ou:) | zw:n(toV) | quo(u:) {qeou:} – Onesimēs to her own daughter 

Ammia the favour of a memorial. If anyone will sin against this image (statue) his 
life will be the anathema of the living god. The characteristic Christian formula is hJ 
yuch; aujtou: ajn(aqev)- | maV t(ou:) | zw:n(toV) | quo(u:), his life will be the anathema of 

the living god. Mitchell, Anatolia 2, 59. From Phrygia the earliest Christian 

inscriptions are dated to the middle and late second century. See W. M. Calder, AS 5 

(1955): 33-5 no. 2. Cited in Mitchell, Anatolia 2, 38.  
75 Mitchell, Anatolia 2, 39. In Eumeneia the formula e[stai aujtw:/ pro;V to;n qeovn – that 

one will reckon with god may sometimes be a Christian funerary formula, although 

its Jewish and occasional pagan use must be taken into consideration. See study in 

Trebilco, “The Christian and Jewish Eumeneian Formula,” especially 72-9. 

Inscriptions with this formula which can be identified more clearly as Christian, such 

as those depicting the Christogram, (eg., MAMA VI 234) are mostly from the third 

century however. In the earlier period evidence for Christian presence is less 

conspicuous. 
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other minority groups, engaged with the Hellenistic cultural 

mainstream. 

Christians were not concerned about common descent as an identifying 

factor, unlike Hellenised pagans. Hellenistic pagans valued a past 

rooted in common mythology.76 Christians were more like Romans in 

this respect. Roman identity had an historical origin based on the 

founding of the city of Rome.77 For Christians the historical origin of 

their founding was based in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. 

Membership did not require common descent. 

Jewish groups were present in the cultural matrix. They represented a 

type of new religious group, even though they were not new. Jews had 

a body of inherited traditions which defined them as an ethnic 

minority group within the cultural environment. These traditions were 

strictly linked to religion and not connected to the city. Conflict that 

arose periodically with the Romans was for the most part not focussed 

on ethnic distinction.78 Jewish ethnicity was based around inherited 

cultural traditions. Jews could thus justify religious difference from 

the mainstream through inherited tradition. This was tolerated for the 

most part. It was inherited tradition that earned Jews a level of 

respect from Roman authorities. If Jewish or any other groups began 

to be viewed as a religious group, the dynamics of interaction changed 

and the potential for conflict against Roman authority increased.79 

                                            
76 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 129. See also Mitchell, “Ethnicity, 

Acculturation and Empire,” 127 on the importance of establishing foundation myths 

and stories in new Hellenistic cities which located the cities within the wider 

Hellenistic cultural world. 
77 Woolf, “Becoming Roman, Staying Greek,” 130. He says this despite the mythology 

surrounding the founding of the city, which Woolf does not discuss. The figure of the 

Capitoline wolf who nursed the brothers Romulus and Remus was a mythological 

icon around which the story of the founding of the city grew. Nonetheless I agree 

with Woolf that it was the historical event which defined being Roman rather than 

the mythology itself. 
78 The Jewish-Roman wars in 66-73 CE and 132-6 CE were concerned to restore the 

Jewish state. They were a result of Jewish resistance to Roman authority rather 

than a Roman directive against an ethnic minority group. 
79 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 191. 
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Jews are not well known for missionary activities in the first to third 

centuries CE.80 Even in the context of religious competition they did 

not actively become missionary. The monotheistic basis of Jewish 

religion appeared to be attractive in the new religious environment 

however. People did become converts to Judaism and the influences of 

Judaism on the growing monotheistic culture of Asia Minor was 

significant.81  

The presence of new religious cults in the cultural environment of Asia 

Minor accompanied the movement into a new religious situation. New 

cults created a religious marketplace in which competition for 

membership took place. New cults became sources of competition. They 

offered a different religious way than traditional pagan religion which 

was static, embedded, part of the very structure of city, state and 

family. Competition caused conflict. New groups offered to fill what 

was spiritually, personally and emotionally absent from traditional 

religion. New doctrine, rituals, activities, arose in this environment of 

change. New groups responded to the presence of the other by cultural 

change and assimilation.  

 

5.4 The individual as contributor to cultural change 

The rise in influence of the individual in the process of cultural change 

leading to a new religious situation is witnessed in the first three 

imperial centuries.82 As with the development of new religious groups, 

                                            
80 For a discussion otherwise, see Louis H. Feldman, “Was Judaism a Missionary 

Religion in Ancient Times?” in Menachem Mor (ed.), Jewish Assimilation, 
Acculturation and Accommodation: Past Traditions, Current Issues and Future 
Prospects, Vol. 2 Studies in Jewish Civilization, (Lanham: University Press of 

America, 1992), 24-37. For a more recent discussion, see Judith Lieu, “From Us but 

not of Us? Moving the Boundaries of Community,” in Early Christian Communities 
between Ideal and Reality, ed. Mark Grundeken and Joseph Verheyden, WUNT 342 

(Tϋbingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015): 161-75. 
81 See Chapter Seven on the highest god between Jews and pagans. 
82 For a collection of diverse essays on the individual aspect of culture, see the volume 

edited by Rϋpke, The Individual in the Religions of the Ancient Mediterranean. 
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the rise in influence of the individual coincides with political, military 

and economic stability in the era of Roman imperial expansion. 

Stability continued until the first part of the third century when the 

frontiers of the western empire began to collapse.83 From evidence 

Josephus provides for the improved conditions for Jews in Asia after 

the establishment of the pax romana84 it can be reasonably presumed 

that most inhabitants of the new empire benefitted from the stable 

conditions. Asia Minor was removed from the proximity of Rome itself 

and the more culturally flexible Hellenisation prevailed as the cultural 

mainstream. 

A stable environment provided opportunity for people to think about 

things not immediately connected to survival. This included 

intellectual speculation about god and gods and the relationship 

between these and human beings. This environment also provided the 

space for spiritual development and personal religious fulfilment.  

Monotheistic elements in religion developed alongside intellectual 

speculation in Asia Minor, and was accompanied by changes brought 

about by the presence of new gods, the integration of smaller cults into 

larger, cult competition, and the growing influence of Jewish 

monotheism.85 These things were a departure from traditional pagan 

religious views in which a pantheon of gods oversaw the functioning of 

the universe and the human communities within it.86  

As people began to perceive the gods and their relationships with them 

differently, there also arose a sense of vulnerability and anxiety as 

                                            
83 For a thorough study of the change and transformation throughout the centuries of 

the Roman Empire see for example, Warwick Ball, Rome in the East: The 
Transformation of an Empire, (Routledge: London & New York, 2000). 
84 From the beginning of Augustus’ principate in 27 BCE to the late second century. 
85 Mitchell and van Nuffelen, One God, 6-7. 
86 This comment about pagan religion is despite philosophical notions from the fifth 

century BCE Presocratics onward that describe an ultimate deity as one. More will 

be said about this in the following chapter on monotheism. 
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they viewed their place in the world.87 This was notable as the second 

century closed and the third began. As the imperial period progressed 

and preceding the dominance of Christianity, religious anxiety was 

visually represented in the well documented epigraphical responses of 

the imperial period in Asia. Some of these reflected emotional 

responses such as despair, fear, pains, hope, satisfaction. Belayche 

suggests that the emotional responses reported in many of the 

confession texts of Lydia and Phrygia ending with the phrase ajpo; nu:n 

eujlogw:, from now on I praise (the deity/ies), attest this anxiety.88 I 

interpret the phrase with the sense that people believed if they praised 

the god they had offended, no further harm would happen. This 

perspective does suggest people felt that things would go wrong. 

Pagans inherited a collective religious consciousness. This was part of 

the embedded civic/state orientation of traditional paganism discussed 

by North.89 However, the evidence set out in this chapter suggests that 

people also approached the divine as individuals.  

The concept of identity connects the individual with his or her place in 

the cultural environment. As North suggests, religious identity is a 

well discussed and ambiguous term.90 In traditional paganism 

religious identity was embedded with political, social and ethnic 

identity. It was not until the fourth century CE that evidence of change 

in self-understanding moved to a point where people could describe 

themselves particularly as Christian or pagan, or any other 

designation within society (not necessarily religious). The changes that 

                                            
87 Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 245. 
88 Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 246. For example see ajpo; nu:n eujlogw: in the last 

lines of SEG 35.1158, a confession stele. Another example is found in Petzl, 

“Beichtinschriften,” 29, no. 20 = SEG 34.1218. 
89 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism.” 
90 North, “Disguising Change,” 78. North describes two types of religious identity, one 

type being a connection with social identity and engagement with different religious 

groups, the second being the development of a sense of the self and the personal as a 

religious agent. Religious identity underwent change in both types of identity 

perception. 
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enabled this to happen in religious terms were related to the quality of 

an individual’s religious experience, which itself came about through 

significant religious change.91 Religious change which led to a new 

quality of experience for the individual was made possible by the 

presence of competing religious groups which had not previously been 

present in traditional paganism.  

Religious identity shifted from being bound up with the static 

expressions of traditional paganism to being separated from that state, 

thus the rise of the individual.  

The extent to which the ‘real individual’ of ancient Asia Minor can be 

determined through the evidence is limited. Inscriptions of especially 

the second and third centuries do give a broad scope of the social 

status of individuals and families, but not all classes of people were 

represented. Despite the prevalence of epigraphy, most of inscriptions 

related to people who could afford to have their memory inscribed in 

stone.92 Awareness of the insights and limitations of language usage 

when assessing the class and status of people extends to discerning the 

individual in inscriptional evidence.93 

North however, claims all classes of people were represented in this 

era of high inscriptional output, including slaves.94 His claim is based 

in evidence for individual religious vows, gifts and dedications. I am 

not convinced that all classes of people were represented 

epigraphically. Slaves especially were in most instances unrepresented 

in epigraphy and memorial. The exception may be imperial slaves, 

many of whom had sufficient means to commission inscriptions and 

possibly buildings. Three dedications to Zeus Megistos from a local 

                                            
91 North, “Disguising Change,” 79.  
92 Strelan, “Languages of the Lycus Valley,” 80-2 discusses economic ability among 

people and the leaving of memorials. 
93 Class structure is a limitation discussed in using the method of assimilation 

theory. See Chapter Two. See also Chapter Four section 4.4 on indigenous language.  
94 North, “Disguising Change,” 77. 
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sanctuary near an imperial estate around Lagina are likely to have 

come from imperial slaves, or at the least, imperial freedpersons.95 

Evidence of the katagravfai from the sanctuary of Apollo Lairbenos 

also provides some indication that people without the means to support 

their own children made inscriptions when their children were 

released from a period of service.96  

When individual worshippers founded local cult places they sometimes 

attached their own name to the god’s, indicating they were the 

founders and maintainers of a sanctuary. The epithet =Artemidwvrou 

found in inscriptions frequently associated with the toponym =Axiottav, 

=AxiotthnovV from the cult of Mēn, might indicate that the god’s cult in 

Axiotta went back to foundation by a certain Artemidoros.97 Private 

people expressed their feelings to god by their own formula, such as 

incorporating their own personal name. They used certain names for 

gods, either regular epithets or new names.98 These things reflected a 

person’s self-image to the community. It is evidence of a new emphasis 

on an individualised relationship with the gods.  

Many inscriptions did reflect the individual concerns of ordinary 

people, even if they were expressed in a community context.99 The 

corpus of confession texts from Phrygia and Lydia record very ordinary 

things. They express a practical religiosity rather than the speculation 

of intellectual elites.100 Belayche goes as far as saying these texts 

reflect a trend toward a perception of an individualised relationship 

                                            
95 MAMA VII.1.107, 130, 135. See Mitchell, Anatolia 2, 23. 
96 The katagravfai are according to Mitchell, Anatolia 1, 194, people enrolled into the 

service of the god. Kevin M. Miller, “Apollo Lairbenos,” Numen 32/1 (1985): 59 

prefers the meaning of manumitted children. See below section on the processes of 

transgression, confession and penance. 
97 Georg Petzl and Hasan Malay, “A New Confession Inscription from the 

Katakekaumene,” GRBS 28 (1987): 462. Sometimes the designation refers to cults 

which are not located in or near Axiotta, meaning that either the cult was successful 

and spread beyond its original location, or that the connection between Axiotta and 

Artemidoros is not certain. 
98 Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 247, 
99 Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 246. 
100 Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 260. 
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with the gods.101 I assess the confessions as indicators of religious 

change involving individuals below. 

In summary, the rise in presence of cults of the new type contributed 

to the more prominent role of individuals. New cults allowed space for 

the expression of individual piety. Individuality and religious identity 

became connected in a new way. Secure and generally more prosperous 

conditions for cultural groups across the Roman Empire assisted in the 

development of individual spiritual expressions. At the same time, this 

was met with a sense of anxiety and concern about human/divine 

relationships and the place of human beings in the world.  

 

5.5 Summing up cultural change in the environment leading to a new 

religious situation 

I have traced the development of a new religious situation in the 

cultural environment of Asia Minor so far in this chapter. The new 

religious situation emerged in the matrix of the cultural environment. 

The social and economic conditions of the Roman Empire in the first 

and second centuries CE supported the assimilating interaction 

between different cultural groups within mainstream Hellenistic 

culture. This continued through the third century, even with the edges 

of anxiety stimulating the spiritual and personal concerns of people. 

The interaction between groups showed up deficiencies in tradition 

pagan religion to meet spiritual needs.  

New religious groups formed around new gods, gods fused by 

Hellenistic-indigenous interaction, or the extensions of traditional gods 

through mystery activities. Cults like Christianity and Judaism drew 

adherents because they provided identity, community, and personal 

                                            
101 Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 252. 
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meaning for people aside from the traditional structures of family and 

city.  

New religious groups offered choices that were unavailable in the 

constructions of traditional paganism. They provided the hope of 

personal spiritual fulfillment. In return, they required commitment of 

members. The combination of many different religious groups in the 

cultural environment created a marketplace religious economy. 

Competition existed for membership. Interaction resulted in new 

opportunities for spiritual expression, new ideas about god and gods. 

The environment of competition caused conflict, both between groups, 

with the mainstream, and with civic authority and family structures. 

The new religious situation contributed to breaking down the 

limitations of traditional family and city based religious groups and 

opened the way for individuals to be influential. A rise in self- 

consciousness and desire for religious self-expression accompanied the 

more prominent role of the individual in the new situation.  

The impact of the individual in religious change, and the response of 

minority group religion may be traced in the phenomenon of public 

confession in western Asia Minor, to which this chapter now turns.  

 

5.6 Transgression, confession and penance: a response to the new 

religious situation 

Religious change in Asia Minor can be seen in inscriptional evidence 

recording the transgression, confession and penance of individuals 

before the gods. These records of religious practice are public 

documents which provide significant insight into the religious 

behaviour particularly of individuals. The inscriptions required 

specificity. This gives them unique insight into the religious attitude of 

the region. The practice of public confession is evidence of response to 
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the authority of the local gods of justice and vengeance.102 Evidence is 

prominent especially in Phrygia and Lydia and takes the form of what 

I will generally describe as ‘confession steles’ or ‘confession texts.’ The 

steles were carved from locally quarried stone.103 They were inscribed 

appropriately to reflect the message individuals wished to convey to 

the community about their relationship with the god/s.104 The steles 

were usually set up within the precinct of the temple of the respective 

god.105 This is especially evident in and around the sanctuary of Apollo 

Lairbenos in Phrygia.  

The confession texts belonged to the cultural context of minority 

indigenous groups. They reflected a local Lydian-Phrygian religious 

mentality that was distinctive in the environment.106 Their production 

reflected a response to a new religious situation and a differently 

perceived relationship between human being and divinity. Belayche 

thinks it is possible to describe religious individualisation through the 

epigraphy of the regions where the confession steles are 

concentrated.107 An increasing trend toward individualisation is noted 

in Roman times, as North establishes throughout his study.108  

The confession steles were a new response to the presence of 

alternative and competing cults.109 They are examples of adaptation to 

                                            
102 Mitchell, Anatolia 1, 191. 
103 Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 246 n. 16 referring to the quarrying of 

pavonazetto, a purple veined white marble from Dokimeion, cites T. Drew-Bear, 

“Nouvelles inscriptions de Dokimeion,” MEFRA 106.2, (1994): 747-844, and M. 

Christol, “Les carrières de Dokimeion à l’époch sévérienne,” EA 53 (1991): 113-74. 
104 Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 246 says that expressions of individuality were 

made in a community context. 
105 Petzl and Maly, “New Confession Inscription,” 472. 
106 Kraabel, “ {UyistoV,” 83. 
107 Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 246. 
108 North, “Disguising Change.” 
109 But see Ricl, “A Forgotten Confession-Inscription,” 36 n. 16, who suggests the 

practice is descended from ancient Anatolian Hittites. Ricl claims there are 

connections between Hittite cult and rituals related to public confession that can be 

traced in unbroken continuity from the second into the first millennium BCE. She 

also admits that it takes 1000 years for evidence of the texts to appear in Greek, but 

does not think this fact compromises the theory of continuity. She suggests the 

confession practices were performed orally in the epichoric languages of Karia, Lydia 
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the new religious situation that emerged in this environment and they 

represent the tenacity and adaptability of indigenous religion in the 

face of change. Adaptation to change is the impetus to assimilation. In 

the context of public confession, resistance to Hellenisation and 

Romanisation is notable through deference to the power and authority 

of local gods and the rural temple rather than to the gods of the cities 

or to the imperial cult.  

The production of confession steles is mostly confined to the early 

second to the late third centuries CE.110 During the early part of these 

years the habit of inscribing on stone was at its height. The reason the 

“epigraphic habit”111 took hold in Asia Minor may be related to the 

ease of access to stones112 or to comparative economic prosperity, stable 

political and military security of conditions,113 or a combination of 

these. Schnabel does not think the epigraphic habit solely contributed 

to the appearance of the steles. Supporting this he refers to the 

localised concentration of the steles in Lydia and Phrygia.114 

                                            
and Phrygia before they were inscribed in stone. She also says that the confession 

practice was not Greek in character, that in Greek religion there was no institutional 

framework for the confession of sins. This to me indicates the viability of connection 

of the practice with Jewish presence in the area. It also affirms that a new religious 

situation was arising in Hellenised Asia Minor. 
110 Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 181 notes the earliest confession inscription. This 

text is from 81-2 CE from Goldë in the area to the north of Kavlaki in north east 

Lydia. TAM V I.501: e[touV rxV, mh(no;V) =Artemei | sivou k =. Nai?V uJpo; Mhtro;V | 

Taszhnh:V kolasqei:sa | uJpe;r th:V ijdivaV swthrivaV | kai; tw:n tevknwn ajnev{s}qhken 
{ajnevqhken} – in the year rxV in the month of Artemis k. Nais having been punished by 

Mother Taszene set (this stele) up for the sake of the salvation of herself and her 
children. Petzl and Malay, “New Confession Inscription,” 459, place the range of 

dated confession documents from TAM V.I 317 (114-15 CE) to L. Robert, BCH 107 

(1983): 516 = SEG XXXIII 1013 (263-4 CE), but do not know the first century 

inscription from Goldë.  
111 Ramsay MacMullen, “The Epigraphic Habit in the Roman Empire,” in The 
American Journal of Philology, 103/3 (1982): 233-46. 
112 See Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” note 101 above. 
113 MacMullen, “Epigraphic Habit,” 237 refers to the prevalence of private 

inscriptions in the generally prosperous time of the Antonine emperors, 138-92 CE.  
114 But see Mitchell, Anatolia 1, 194 who implies that despite archaeological evidence 

of the confession texts being localised in mostly Phrygia and Lydia, that evidence of 

similarity in another type of inscription, the votive inscription, between Phrygia, 

Lydia and the rest of Asia Minor indicates that the relationship of people toward the 

gods was common across Asia Minor. 
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Whilst MacMullen proposes that the epigraphic habit was confined to 

within the boundaries of the literate populace,115 I suggest that the 

meaning of ‘literacy’ is open to broad interpretation in the ancient 

context of Asia Minor. It did not only mean the ability of a person to 

read and write, as Strelan’s study highlights.116 Given this, the scope 

of meaning of ‘literacy’ cannot be assumed as universal between 

scholars.  

The confession steles cover the concerns of a great many ‘ordinary’ 

people. The most basic of these inscriptions reflect realistically the 

everyday nature of living in their cultural context rather than the 

more idealistic representations that may come about through a more 

artfully designed piece of writing.117 As Mitchell has said: “The case 

histories which are documented in the confessions provide vivid 

glances at the social and economic conditions of village life.”118  

At the same time epigraphy was at its height Christianity was gaining 

momentum as a new religious group. Schnabel suggests the confession 

inscriptions were a response to the expansion of Christianity and they 

reflect the efforts of local gods (through local sanctuaries and 

priesthoods) reasserting power over the people.119 If this was the case, 

it implies that the local religions felt threatened by the expansion of 

                                            
115 MacMullen, “Epigraphic Habit,” 233. 
116 Strelan, “Languages of the Lycus Valley,” 82: “The issue of the literacy and 

illiteracy levels of stone-cutters is very complex…” An example of a text which 

displays this complexity comes from the sanctuary of Apollo Lairbenos. I have chosen 

not to attempt translation. Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” 132 no. 112 = MAMA IV.285: 

[......] livou =Apoll- |  [wniv)ou di; to; hJmarthk- | evne, ejpei; tw; cwri; pisev- | tucei kai; 
dih:qa th;n | kwvmh b΄ a[gagna` lhmovn- | hsa` {ejlhsmovnhsa} parhvmh {parhvmhn} eijV th;n 
kwvmh` | paragevlw mhdei;V kataf- | reinhvsei tw: qew:n, ejpei; e{x- | ei th;n seivlhn 
ejxopravreio(n). | =Epovis= ejtovnmeton {aujtovmaton} hJ progemevne {prokeimevnh} | (Eujt)ucei;V kai; 
ejxomologhvsa- | (to) kai; eiJlavqh.   
117 That is not to say that some confession inscriptions were not written in a very 

good style. The elaborate text provided at the end of this section, the ‘Syntyche 

inscription’ is an example. 
118 Mitchell, Anatolia 1, 191 ff. 
119 Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 162. 
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Christianity and adapted to the situation to maintain distinction. It 

also suggests that Christianity was present in rural areas. 

Public confession in the context of local rural cults was a response to 

the new religious situation, to the new role of individuals, and to 

perceived competition between groups. In this process, the local 

religions changed character, creating the new rituals of inscribing 

confession. The minority indigenous groups which took up the practice 

of public confession may be described as cults which developed into 

those of the new religious type.120 The adaptability of rural cults to the 

new religious situation is more remarkable because rural religion was 

traditionally conservative. Their assimilative capacity for survival 

against the trends of Hellenisation and Romanisation and creating an 

entirely new and unique religious practice is evidence of the positive 

effect of assimilation on a minority cultural group. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
120 Even if previously they appeared as traditional pagan cults. 
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The largest group of confession inscriptions comes from the cities and 

villages of Maionia in Lydia, which is a region located in the midand 

upper courses of the Hermos river.121 Following is a map of the main 

sites of confession inscriptions in Asia Minor. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map 2: Enlarged portion of confession text area highlighting the Katakekaumene. 

From A Classical Map of Asia Minor by W. M. Calder and George E. Bean, (London: 

British Institute of Archaeology in Ankara, 1958), in Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” iii.  

The central part of the region identified in Map 2, the Katakekaumene, 

is particularly notable for confession texts. Examples also come from 

Sardis, Kastoloupedion, Lydian Philadelphia, Bulladan and southeast 

Mysia. There is another significant group from the sanctuary of Apollo 

Lairbenos in the upper course of the Maeander river in Phrygia near 

Hierapolis.122 Elsewhere in Phrygia are examples from Tiberiopolis, 

                                            
121 Ricl, “A Forgotten Confession-Inscription,” 36. At the time of writing (1997) 85 

texts were known from the area. See also Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 160. Most 

recently (2013) Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 252, notes 150 confession texts. These 

include those from beyond Maionia, in the wider regions of Lydia and Phrygia as 

well. 
122 Ricl, “A Forgotten Confession-Inscription,” 36. At the time of writing (1997) 20 

texts were known from the sanctuary of Apollo Lairbenos. These texts may be found 

in Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” nos. 106-124; M. Ricl, “La conscience du peché dans les 

cultes anatoliens à l’ époque romaine. La confession des fautes rituelles et éthiques 

dans les cultes méoniens et phrygiens,” (Belgrade, 1995): nos. 109-128. See also 

MAMA IV 279-90. Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 160 also refers to these texts. 
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Eumeneia, Akmonia, Afyon. Further examples of confession are also 

found in Karia, Cappadocia, Bithynia. From this amount of evidence 

Ricl says it is reasonable to suggest that similar practices of belief and 

ritual were shared throughout the indigenous peoples of Anatolia.123  

If the beliefs and rituals of indigenous people concerning 

transgression, confession and penance were common, as Ricl suggests, 

then it follows that the gods of justice and vengeance, who were the 

object of honour in the confessions texts, had a distinct function in the 

process. Their role in public confession was not the same as the 

Hellenised gods and imported gods more commonly found in urban 

centres. This suggests that people living in the country thought these 

gods were superior in hierarchy because of the powerful role they 

played in administering justice.  

The prevalence of evidence of public confession affirms the importance 

of local sanctuaries in the religious context of Asia Minor. The once 

local cults of Apollo at Klaros and Didyma reflect the success of rural 

sanctuaries124 to the extent that these became the dominant centres of 

oracle consultation in not only Asia Minor but the whole Graeco-

Roman world.125  

With this context in mind, I now examine the processes of confession 

and penance. This will clarify the practices which produced such 

ubiquitous evidence, and set up for discussion on linking these 

practices as examples of a growing trend toward pagan monotheism. 

 

 

                                            
123 Ricl, “A Forgotten Confession-Inscription,” 36. 
124 Parke, The Oracles of Apollo in Asia Minor, 112 names Klaros and Didyma as 

originally rural sanctuaries.  
125 Following the decline of Delphi as a significant centre of oracle production. See 

discussion on oracle centres in Asia Minor in Chapter Eight.  
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5.6.1 The processes involved in public confession 

Confession inscriptions were usually composed after the events of 

illness, suffering or death. The onset of these things was considered to 

be divine punishment126 for some transgression, whether intended or 

otherwise.127 A person found out about the offence via a dream128 or 

other means of conveyance, such as through an oracle129 or angelos.130 

The person who had thus suffered punishment by the god for a 

perceived transgression then confessed with the hope of propitiating 

the offended god.131 Evidence of the confession texts from in and 

around the sanctuary of Apollo Lairbenos near Hierapolis suggests 

that even if people hoped for release from a particular ailment, the 

lack of thanks for deliverance to the god expressed in the inscriptions 

                                            
126 Frequently the word kolavzw, to punish, check, correct, chastise, is found in 

confession inscriptions to indicate recognition by the penitent that the god has acted 

to their misfortune. 
127 Unintentional transgression was nonetheless believed to be a personal affront to a 

god: SEG 33.1013.2-8 from Saïttai in Lydia 262/3 CE - =AqhvnaioV kolas | qei;V uJpo; tou: 
qeou: uJpe;r | aJmarteivaV kata; a[gnoi | an, uJpo; ojvneivrou polla;V | kolavseiV labw:n ajph/thv | 

qhn sthvllhn kai; ajvnevgra | ya ta;V dunavmiV tou: qeou: - Athenaios having been punished 

by the god for the sake of sins (done) according to ignorance, receiving many 
punishments, a stele was demanded through a dream and I engraved the power of 
the god.  
128 See above note: uJpo; ojvneivrou – through a dream. 
129 Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” 115-16 no. 98 = SEG 29.1155: (-)..O.(-)F(....)- | hnou: 
kolasq- | eivV, dia; to; me e{t- | oimon ei\ne ke; k- | eklhndonivsqe | me o{ti “Memolu- | 

mevnoV ei\,” eujxavme- | noV, ajnevqhka – (top line has too many characters missing to 

attempt translation) having been punished, he (the god) immediately sent by me to 
receive an omen, “you have been disgracing yourself,” praying I set (this stele) up. 
The word klhdonivzomai means to receive an omen, thus communication via an oracle. 
130 Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” 3-5 no. 3 = TAM V 1.159 from 164-5 CE in the territory 

of Silandros (lines 8-11): oJ qeo;V ou:n ejkevleu- | se di= ajngevlou praqh:nai to; eiJmav- | tin 
kai; sthllografh:sai ta;V du- | navmei:V – Therefore the god commanded through an 

angelos the garment to be made known and to inscribe on a stele the powers (of the 
god); 47-8 no. 38 (lines 6-8): uJpo; tou: ajn- | gevlou tou: Mhno;V Pe- | traeivtou =Axethnou:` 
- by the angelos of Mēn Petraeitos Axiotenos. See also Belayche, “Religious 

Rhetoric,” 252-3. Conveyance via angeloi will be studied in more depth in Chapter 

Seven. 
131 The language of aJmartiva, failure, fault, sin; fault of judgement is found in 

confession texts. Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” nos. 5, 11, 23, 24, 40, 95. Caution should 

be used in too closely equating this with the anachronistic presumptions of the 

meaning of ‘sin’ from later Christian contexts. 
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indicates that penitents still suffered at the time of offering the 

confession.132 

Confession usually required expiation, which was then followed by the 

divine order to set up a stele.133 The command to erect a stele was 

usually the last stage in the process.134 Obedience to the divine 

demand was expressed by the word sthlografevw, to inscribe, write on a 

stele.135 The presence of many steles suggest that it was the practice of 

setting up a public monument that was most important in this process, 

as much as the fact of sacrifice and atonement.136 The claim to have 

propitiated the gods as far down as dia; tevkna tevknwn, e[ggon ejgovnwn, 

through the children of the children, the descendants of the 

descendants,137 indicates that the confession was intended to be public 

and permanent.138 The permanence of the steles as surviving 

monuments even today well outlasted the culture of people for whom 

they were relevant. 

Expiation included fees and fines paid to the temple, and sometimes 

sacrifice to satisfy the god and ensure the guilty person would be 

released from the offence.139 In addition to the demand to erect a stele, 

property, copies of cult statues, annulment of ritual acts or false oaths, 

                                            
132 Miller, “Apollo Lairbenos,” 67. Also Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 176, that healing 

was not an anticipated outcome of confession. But see Ricl, “A Forgotten Confession-

Inscription,” 43, who says that in ancient cultures which practiced public confession, 

sin becomes materialised and is eliminated as a result, along with the illness or 

affliction. 
133 Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 161 reduces the structure of confession texts to: 

transgression – punishment – confession – expiation – divine order to set up a stele. 

See also Petzl and Malay, “A New Confession Inscription,” 459-60. 
134 Ricl, “A Forgotten Confession Inscription,” 39. 
135 Many examples exist of the use of this term in the confession corpus. For example, 

SEG 35.1158 (lines 7-9): kai; ejsthlogravfhsen ta;V dunav- | miV tw:n qew:n kai; ajpo; nu:n 
eujlogw: - and inscribed on a stele the powers of the gods and from now on I will 

praise them; TAM V 1.318 (lines 32-34): eujlogou:men sthllografhvsanteV ta;V dunavmiV 
tw:n qew:n – having inscribed the powers of the god on a stele we praise them.  
136 Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 167. 
137 Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” no. 6 = SEG 39.1279 (lines 20-21) from Kollyda and the 

same formula in TAM V I.213 (lines 10-11).  
138 Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 167-8. 
139 Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 160. 
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or service in the sanctuary of the offended god might be required as 

expiation.140 The fees and fines imposed for acts and rituals were costs 

in addition to the setting up of steles and carving of the inscription. 

The processes of dealing with the transgressions of community 

members became a lucrative source of income for local sanctuaries, a 

further example of their capacity for survival against the mainstream 

cultural influences.141   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Confession stele from the Katakekaumene area in Lydia dated 166/7 CE. 

The well-carved stone reports a fine of 175 denarii paid to the temple for release from 

oaths taken in the name of Mēn Axiottenos. A figure of the god is placed above the 

text, and the crescent moon symbolic of Mēn is incised into the pediment.142   

Ricl refers to the processes around confession as an industry which 

extended to sales and inheritance taxes.143 Clearly in a context of the 

cultural expansion of Hellenism confession practices provided financial 

                                            
140 Ricl, “A Forgotten Confession-Inscription,” 38.  
141 Ricl, “Society and Economy,” 98. 
142 Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” 70 no. 58 = SEG 37.1000 (lines 9-12): i{na luvontai oiJ 
o{rkoi tw:/ | ojnovmati tou: =Axiotthnou:, w{ste oJ | luvwn o{rkouV dapanhvsei dhnavria eJ- | 

kato;n eJbdomhvkonta pevnte` - so that oaths taken in the name of (Mēn) Axiottenos may 

be released, so that the one being released from the oaths will pay one hundred and 
seventy five denarii.  
143 Ricl, “Society and Economy,” 98. 



 

200 

 

opportunity for rural priesthoods and temples which might otherwise 

be struggling to adapt and flourish. 

Frequently the steles were inscribed with a glorification of the god/s’ 

power and profession of faith.144 The expression of the god’s power was 

a main part of the purpose of confession,145 related to the state of 

humility a person felt before the gods.146 An attitude of submissive 

humility characterised the religious situation responding to change in 

western Asia Minor.147 The human sense of powerlessness was a 

conscious result of trying to work out how and why misfortune 

happened. The confession texts were a way this was expressed. The 

perception of human humility is not the same as humiliation, as 

Schnabel presents.148 In his view the steles were public humiliation 

aimed at highlighting the power of the god, that all people would see it 

and acknowledge the greatness of the divinity. Public humiliation led 

to permanent loyalty to the powerful god who could so influence the 

course of human living. I think the confessions offered to the god/s 

reflected awe and fear felt toward the god/s rather than the personal 

condemnation implied in Schnabel. 

The visually imposing confession steles acted as warnings to others not 

to similarly transgress.149 Texts which warn the reader not to offend 

                                            
144 Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” 40 no. 34 = TAM V 1.464 (lines 14-18): =AfiaV kai; ta; 
tevkna aujth:V =Alev- | xandroV,  [AttaloV, =Apol<wv>nioV, =Amio- | n ejsthvsomen th;n sthvlhn 
kai; ejnegravyom- | en ta;V dunavmiV tou: qeou: kai; ajpo; nu:n eujl- | ogou:men – Aphia and 

her children Alexandros, Attalos, Apolonios, Amion set up the stele and inscribed the 
powers of the god and from now on we praise them. 
145 Petzl and Malay, “New Confession Inscription,” 470. 
146 Petzl and Malay, “New Confession Inscription,” 471 refers to the contrast between 

the human and divine spheres in relation to the inscription provided in full at the 

end of this chapter. SEG 37.1001 = Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” 73-6 no. 59: (lines 22-3) 

where Syntyche acts according to human ways: o{ti to; tw:n ajnqrwvpwn ma:llon ejpov- | 

hsen h] tou: qeou: - because she acted out of human ways rather than of god. It was 

because of this gulf of inferiority and failure to honour the god that Syntyche was 

punished. 
147 Kraabel, “ }UyistoV,” 82. 
148 Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 178. 
149 MAMA IV.280 (lines 10-13): paragevlw pa:siV | mhdivna katafro- | nei: tw:n qe- | w:n 
– I announce to all that no one offend the gods. In MAMA IV.283 Soterchos warns 

others not to make his mistakes; JHS 10.217 no. 1 lines 5-8 (cited in Miller, “Apollo 
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the power of the god indicate how vulnerable people felt before gods 

who in their mind could and did inflict adversity on them. Anything 

that might be regarded, even retrospectively, as disrespect against a 

god invited divine punishment.150  

Visual representations of the message contained in the text were 

important in the public context of the steles. Sometimes an identifying 

symbol, such as the crescent moon of Mēn accompanied the 

inscription.151  (See image above.) The visual representations say much 

to those who could not read. The impact of carved reliefs and symbols 

should not be underestimated. A sinner holding a right arm upwards 

to adore the god visually represented the power of the god/s.152 

Mitchell says the raised hand of the confessor on a stele indicated the 

honesty of the confession.153 The priest may be standing next to the 

sinner acting as an officiant in the process, sometimes holding wreath 

and staff, and sometimes even the public are represented. The 

wrongdoing itself may appear as a relief.154 Body parts that have been 

punished are also visually represented.155 These images spoke to the 

people, they set the context of the confession and they reinforced the 

message of the text. 

                                            
Lairbenos,” 64): parangevllw mh- | devna katafronei:n | tw: Lairmhnw:, ejpei; e{xei | th;n 
ejmh;n sthv(ll)hn e[xenplon – I announce that no one offend Lairmenos, there he will 

have the example of my stele. 
150 Petzl and Malay, “A New Confession Inscription,” 468-9. 
151 This is an especially common symbol appearing on the confession steles. See for 

example: Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” 5 no. 4 = SEG 38.1229; Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” 

7 no. 5 = SEG 38.1237; Petzl and Malay, “New Confession Inscription,” plate 1; Petzl; 

“Beichtinschriften,” 73 no. 59 = SEG 37.1001. 
152 Examples may be seen in Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” 11 no. 6, 14 no. 7, 19 no.11, 21 

no 12, 29 no. 20, 43 no. 35, 46 no. 37 (a man and his two sons), 114 no. 97. 
153 Mitchell, Anatolia 1, 192. 
154 Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 162. 
155 From the images contained in Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” the various body parts 

are represented: eyes – 59 no. 50, 110 no. 90; leg – 91 no. 70, 98 no. 75, arm – 101 no. 

78; breasts – 91 no. 70; foot – 106 no. 83; male genitals – 129 no. 110. 

note 18 cites for eyes: Petzl, Beichtinschriften 5.16.50.70.90.99; breasts: Petzl, 

Beichtinschriften 70.95, SEG 35.1205; feet: SEG 35.1175, 1178; toes: SEG 35.1187; 

male genitals: SEG 35.1174. 
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Figure 7: Confession steles depicting body parts 

which have been punished. From top left to 

right: eyes, breasts and leg, leg, male genitals 

and feet, arm. Petzl, “Beichtinschiften,” 59 no. 

50; 101, 78; 98 no. 75; 91 no. 70; 129 no. 110. 
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The confession texts usually record that the transgressor was 

punished,156 but sometimes it was the relatives of a person.157 The 

punishment itself was usually inscribed. Sometimes the sinner was 

detained in the temple.158 Insanity,159 unconsciousness and death160 

may be recorded among many other offences.161 Sometimes the 

transgression was not the fault of the person punished, as in the case 

of a woman who was raped by her husband while she was serving as a 

priest in the sanctuary of Apollo Lairbenos.162 Sometimes punishment 

is not specified, which Schnabel says is an indication that it is not so 

much the gravity of the offence but the fact of divine punishment that 

is important for the community to note.163 Punishment was an 

expression of the power of the god.  

Punishment by the gods was not unique to Asia Minor.164 In Greek oral 

and literary tradition the Odyssey of Homer reports the ten years that 

Odysseus is led astray from his homeland of Ithaka for offending the 

god Poseidon. Offence against the gods, even if unintended, always 

                                            
156 TAM V I.231, 317, 326, 440. 
157 TAM V I.464. 
158 Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” 39 no. 33 (lines 1-5): =Apoll(w)- (niv)ou ejnpodisq(i:)- | sa 
ejn tw:/ naw:/ ejko- | lavsqh uJpo; tw:n qe- | w:n – I fettered Apollonios in the temple when 

he was punished by the gods. 
159 TAM V 1.318. Tatias has been accused of giving her son a poison to make him 

mad. 
160  The death even of a child is reported as a punishment by the god – Petzl, 

“Beichtinschriften,” 73-6 no. 59 = SEG 37.1001 (lines 13-14):  =Apfivan | GluvkwnoV 
ou\san parqevnon dievrhxe – (and) destroyed Apphia daughter of Glukon who was a girl. 

Violent death emphasised by the word dievrxe is here implied for the child-thief. The 

designation parqevnoV at lines 14, 17 imply that Apphia is a young girl. See Petzl and 

Malay, “New Confession Inscription,” 464 and note 18. See commentary on full text 

below: Syntyche’s confession. See also Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 163.  
161 Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 169, 172: “This broad range of misdeeds that the 

gods punish by inflicting illness or other calamities on the sinner may perhaps be 

taken to express the omnipotence of the god over the entire range of human activity.”  
162 Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” 136-7 no. 117 = JHS 10, 219 no. 4 cited in K. Miller, 

“Apollo Lairbenos,” 63: =At)qei;V =Agaqhmev- | r)ou iJera; biaqi:sa | uJpo; aujtou: ke; hJma- | 

rthvsa(sa) ej-thvkw | kolaqei:sa eJpo; tou: qe- | ou:` ejpi; o{ k(e;) ejsthlog- | ravfhsen 
parag(g)- | evl(l)wn mhdevna ka- | tafronei: - Attheis (wife of) Agathermeros a priest 

suffered violence (rape) by her husband and bore sin being punished by the god. 
Upon which she also inscribed a stele giving the word that no one despise (him). 
163 Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 163. 
164 Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 164. 
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resulted in harsh punishment. What was unique in Asia Minor is the 

compilation of punishment and subsequent processes on a public 

monument. 

In the confession process the symbol of the sceptre represented the 

authority of the god/s of justice and vengeance. A person who thought 

they were wronged could apply to the sanctuary to have the sceptre 

laid out in public (probably on the altar),165 invoking the god to enact 

justice.166 The uttering of oaths or curses,167 or lodging written 

complaints in the temple were also involved.168 The difficulty of 

interpreting some obscure confession texts may be as Mitchell says, 

because they were written versions of statements made in the 

sanctuary of the god.169  

These temple practices acted as a means of justice within rural 

precincts which locals could draw upon when other courses of legal 

action failed.170 People invoking the gods believed the gods had the 

power to intervene and call a person to justice.171 This was especially 

so when the offence was against the sacred rules, property and 

personnel of a sanctuary. Thus, a woman named Trophime offended 

the god when she refused to present in a timely fashion for service in 

the sanctuary. The god punished her by madness and ordered her to 

                                            
165 Ricl, “Society and Economy,” 100. 
166 TAM V 1.318 (lines 9-13): hJ de; TatiaV ejpevsthsen | skh:ptron kai; ajra:V e[qhken | ejn 
tw:/ naw:/ wJV iJkanopoiou:- | sa peri; tou: pefhmivsqai auj- | th;n ejn suneidhvsi – and Tatias 

set up the sceptre and placed the imprecations in the sanctuary as satisfaction made 
for what has been spoken about her in the joint knowledge.  
167 TAM V I.318 (line 10): kai; ajra;V e[qhken. 
168 Ricl, “Society and Economy,” 100. 
169 Mitchell, Anatolia 1, 192. 
170 Ricl, “Society and Economy,” 100. 
171 Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” 3 no. 3 = TAM V 1.159 reporting the theft of clothing 

from a bath house. The justice of the god invoked, the thief confessed (lines 2-8): =Epei; 
ejpestavqh skh:- | ptron, ei[ tiV ejk tou: balaneivou ti | klevyi – klapevntoV ou\n eiJmativou | oJ 
qeo;V ejnemevshse to;n klevpthn | kai; ejpovhse meta; crovnon to; eiJmav- | tion ejvnenki:n ejpi; to;n 
qeovn, kai; ej- | xwmologhvsato – Seeing that the sceptre was set up, someone from out 

of the bathhouse, a thief, stole a garment; therefore the god was angry at the thief 
and after some time made him bring the garment to the god, and he (the thief) 
confessed in full. See also Petzl and Malay, “A New Confession Inscription,” 464 on 

theft occasioning a divinity’s justice. 
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set up a stele recording her disobedience and to enrol herself in service 

to the gods.172 

In this way, rural temples functioned as law courts. The legal entities 

were the gods.173 The sceptre ceremony was an opening ritual for a 

legal hearing. The case was given over to the god. The sceptre operated 

as a divine symbol in front of which plaintiff and respondent put forth 

their dispute. After what Ricl calls a “quasi-judicial process”174 a 

confession or oath of innocence was given. An oath of innocence 

incurred a conditional self-curse. This laid the way for the gods to open 

an inquiry, prosecute, punish. This detailed process in Lydian 

inscriptions is recorded on pittavkia, pinakivdia, tavblai.175 Ricl suggests 

tablets depicting these processes would have been common in 

temples.176 One such pittakion containing accusation, offering to the 

god in anticipation of divine punishment and likely consequences, has 

been found as a bronze tablet with a hole in it so it could be hung in 

public view.177 This evidence shows that justice at the hands of the 

                                            
172 Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” 68 no. 57 = TAM V 1.460 from Gölde in north east 

Lydia, 118/9 CE:  [EtouV sg΄, mh(no;V) =ArtemesivouV V΄. =E- | pi; Trofivmh =Artemidwvrou 
Ki- | kinna:doV klhqei:sa uJpo; tou: | qeou: ijV uJphresivaV cavrin mh; | boulhqou:sa tacevoV 
prosel- | qei:n, ejkolavseto aujth;n kai; ma- | nh:nai ejpoivhsen` hjrwvthse ou\n Mh- | tevra 
Tarshnh;n kai; =Apovllwna Tavrsi- | on kai; Mh:na =Artemidwvrou =Axi- | otthno;n Koresa 
katevconta, | kai; ejkevleusen sthllografh- | qh:nai nevmesin kai; katagrav- | yai ejmauth;n 
ijV uJperesivan | toi:V qeoi:V – In the year ?? in the month of Artemisios. Trophime wife 

of Artemidoros Kinnados having been called by the god into grateful service was not 
willing to quickly come, (the god) punished her and made her to to be driven mad; so 
she asked the Mother Tarsene and Mēn Artemidorou Axiottenos Koresa to hold her 
and he commanded the punishment to be written on a stele and to enrol myself into 
service to the gods. Similarly, Babou in CIG 4142 ignored a divine command to 

become a iJevreia, priest of the god. 
173 Again, this concept was not new to ancient thought. In Greek mythological 

tradition of Aischylos’ trilogy the Oresteia, Orestes was judged by the Fates in a 

divine court of law for matricide. When guilt appeared imminent, Orestes called upon 

the god Apollo for justice. 
174 Ricl, “Society and Economy,” 100-101. 
175 Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” 44 no. 36 = SEG 35.1157 (lines 4-7): ejpi; to; bh:mav tou aj- 
| nevbh kai; hjreuvnhsen to; | bh:ma kai; ta;V tavblaV auj- | tou:` - ascending onto the bema 

and made enquiry on the bema and his tables; 76-7 no. 60 (lines 5-7) = TAM V 1.251: 

=Arte- |  mivdwroV pivttakion e[-|  dwken – Artemidoros gave the pittakion (leaf out of a 

writing tablet). See also Schnabel, “Divine Tyranny,” 166. 
176 Ricl, “Society and Economy,” 101. 
177 Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” no. 60 = SEG 28.1568.  
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gods was a serious and significant part of the religious activities of 

rural Asia Minor. As Ricl writes: 

For the villagers, divine justice was not something abstract. They 

firmly believed that the gods would punish the transgressor and help 

the injured party, so that human intervention was needed only on 

some ‘technical points’ during the process of establishing connection 

with the divine world. After that, it was just a question of time and 

patience until the punished transgressor confessed his guilt and 

redressed the wrong he had done.178 

The god anticipated praise and glorification as a result of distributing 

justice: ajpo; nu:n eujlogw:/eujlogou:men, from now on I/we praise (the god). 

The mediatorial role of the gods, especially those named in many of the 

texts, including Mēn and Apollo, indicate that a higher power was 

intended as the object of dedication, beyond these figures. The 

intention toward a higher power suggests that the confession texts 

express a form of monotheism. The role of pagan gods in the processes 

of mediation to a highest god will be discussed more fully in Chapter 

Six. 

The confession texts were a means of individual response to the divine. 

They were unique in the cultural environment of Asia Minor. They 

were expressions toward god that emerged in a new religious situation 

which could not have happened in traditional religion. 

 

5.6.2 Syntyche’s confession 

More costly and complex inscriptions were highly detailed. From 

Maionia in the Katakekaumene area of Lydia comes an elaborate 

confession inscription of twenty-five lines. The stele is visually 

imposing, made of white marble, 1.03 metres high, 0.51 metres wide. A 

representation of the crescent moon of the god Mēn is incised in the top 

                                            
178 Ricl, “Society and Economy,” 101. 
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centre.179 The dedication is to Mēn Axiottenos by Syntyche. Being 

suspected of stealing an expensive gemstone from her husband 

Theogenes, Syntyche prayed to Mēn Axiottenos to help her discover it. 

The stone was found, but it had been badly damaged by fire. The thief 

was a girl, Apphia, whom Mēn destroyed for the crime. The girl’s 

mother Glukon requested Syntyche to remain silent about Apphia’s 

guilt, which offended the power of the god. Mēn therefore ordered 

Syntyche to record the punishment in his temple. The fault was that 

Syntyche had acted in the interest of the girl’s mother rather than the 

god’s. The report was duly inscribed on the stone and placed in public 

view. 

This complete text displays the sequence of transgression, punishment, 

confession and divine order.180 I provide the text and my translation 

below as a summary of how a confession text appeared on a stele as an 

example of the various aspects of the confession process.  

1  Mhni; =Artemidwvrou =Axiothnw:/   

[space of three lines] 

Syntychē (wife of) 
Theogenes (set this up) to 
Mēn Artemidorou 
Axiot(t)enos; 

2 Suntuvch Qeogevnou` euJrovntoV auj –  her husband Theogenes  

       found  

3 th:V Qeogevnou tou: ajnro;V liqavrion uJa –  a hyacincth stone 

 
4 kivnqion, ei\ta keimevnou aujtou: ejn th:/ oijkiva/ and then laying it in her 

 house 

                                            
179 Petzl and Malay, “A New Confession Inscription,” 460-61, plate 1 depict the 

photograph and text of this inscription. At the time of writing (1987), the stone was 

housed in the Archaeological Museum at Manisa, inventory no. 5414. See also Petzl, 

“Beichtinschriften,” 73-6 no. 59 = SEG 37.1001. 
180 Petzl, “Beichtinschriften,” 3 no. 3 = TAM V I.159 is another example of the full 

sequence. This text also includes reference to the setting up of the sceptre, symbol of 

divine judgement, and conveyance of the command through an angel. 
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5 aujth:V ejklavph to; liqavrion, kai; zhtouvshV the stone was stolen, and

       while seeking  

6 aujth:V kai; basanizomevnhV ejpeuvxato  it and being put to the  

        test she prayed 

7 Mhni; =Axiotthnw:/ peri; aujtou: i{na aujth;n  to Mēn Axiottenos about  

        it in order that she 

8 iJkanopohvsi, kai; euJrevqh katakekaumevnon might get satisfaction, 

 and and it was found 
 burned 

9 kai; hjfanismevnon, ejndemevnon ejn linou –   and tarnished, walled up 

 in a linen cloth 

10 divw/ uJpo; tou: klevptou teqeimevnon ejpi; by the thief who had 

  put it in  

11 to;n tovpon, ou| e[keito oJlovklhron` ou{twV  the place where it had 

        lain (when) complete;  
and so 

12 te ejpifanei;V oJ qeo;V ejn mia:/ kai; triakos – the god manifested on 

 the thirty first day 

13 th:/ th;n klevyasa(n) kai; tou:to puhvsasa(n) =Apfivan and destroyed 

Apphia daughter of 
Glukon, who 

14 GluvkwnoV ou\san parqevnon dievrhxe` was a girl, for being the 

        thief and having done 
        this; 

15 peri<s>urouvshV181 te aujth:V th;n duvnamin tou: and she (Syntyche) 

        ridiculed the god’s  
       power 

16 qeou: dia; to; hjrwth:sqai uJpo; th:V mhtro;V because she had been 

        asked by the girl’s 

17 th:V parqevnou, i{na seighvsi, kai; oJ qeo;V tou: - mother that she 

might keep silent, and 
the god  

                                            
181 Petzl and Malay, “A New Confession Inscription,” 469 corrects PERIKIUROUSHS 
of the inscription to peri<s>urouvshV from the verb perisuvrw, meaning to ridicule. 

This word occurs in another confession inscription at TAM V I.231.10 in a different 

context, making the interpretation in both inscriptions difficult. 



 

209 

 

18 to ejnemevshse, o{ti oujk ejxefavnteu –  became angered at this,  

       because Syntychē did not  

19 se182 oujde; u{ywse to;n qeo;n hJ Suntuvch` diov – make known or exalt  

       the god; therefore 
 
20 ti ejpoivhsen aujth;n ejpi; tevknou +Hrakleiv – he made her set up the  

       wrath (description of it) 

21 dou ejtw:n ig v nevmesin ejpi; to;n tovpon aujtou: at his place when her 

child Herakleides was 
thirteen 

22 sth:sai, o{ti to; tw:n ajnqrwvpwn ma:llon ejpov – years old, because she 

 did things according to 
human beings 

23 hsen h] tou: qeou:. n Suntuvch =Apollwnivou rather than the god.  

       Syntychē daughter of 
Apollonios 

24 qugavthr kai; MeltivnhV hJ progegrafou: - and Meltinē wrote about 

        the aforementioned 

25 sa th;n nevmesin.    divine wrath. 

This well-preserved example of a confession stele indicates how 

important the practice of confession had become in the second and 

early third centuries. The stele itself would have been costly (even if 

the stone was relatively accessible during this period). The incising is 

well executed and the words far from the “artless narrative,” as 

Mitchell has described much of the confession corpus.183 The text 

reflects the powerlessness felt by Syntyche as a series of events 

unfolded which retrospectively she determined was caused by lack of 

honour given to Mēn, the god to whom she prayed for assistance in 

finding her husband’s lost gemstone. It seemed that Syntyche herself 

was the subject of questioning about the loss, and perhaps her status 

as a woman contributed to her fear of being blamed for theft.  

                                            
182 Petzl and Malay, 469 claim ejkfanteuvw as hapax legomenon. The meaning of 

‘reveal,’ or ‘make known’ can be reasonably deduced from the root ejkfant-. See 469 

note 58. 
183 Mitchell, Anatolia 1, 192. 
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Clearly there was more at stake than the value of the gemstone in this 

confession sequence. The punishment of the child Apphia seems 

horribly out of proportion to the crime. It emphasises the perception 

that the gods were all powerful and concerned about being honoured 

and having that power glorified. Syntyche’s own child Herakleides also 

seems to be involved in the events, indicating the pervasiveness of the 

god’s influence felt by the family.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Syntyche’s 

confession. Image of stone 

from Petzl and Malay, “New 

Confession Inscription,” 

Plate 1. 
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5.6.3 Summing up public confession 

Confession texts arose through the late first through to mid third 

century CE in Asia Minor. They were mostly a rural phenomenon 

related to the local sanctuaries that populated the landscapes of Lydia 

and Phrygia. The texts belong to indigenous minority groups and they 

provide a unique insight into the cultural environment of Asia Minor. 

They inform our understanding of the religious situation that emerged 

in these centuries beyond the scope of mainstream urban religion.  

The texts are evidence of response to a changing cultural environment. 

Their appearance may represent a resistance to, or dissimilation from, 

the processes of Hellenisation. The confessions express the very 

ordinary concerns of ordinary people. They are valuable records of life 

in rural Asia Minor. The texts differ from other writing in the ancient 

world because they come from the contexts of people of very diverse 

social backgrounds. They are not solely the product of the privileged 

wealthy and educated. 

The texts express a change in view toward god away from the 

limitations of traditional paganism. They display an attitude of 

humility before the all-pervasive power of the god/s, an understanding 

that god could and did become involved in every aspect of life. The 

confessions reveal an orientation of people toward a higher divine 

power beyond the god addressed on the stone. This suggests a ‘proto-

monotheism,’ where people began to express a highest god through the 

cultic apparatus that was familiar. The rural sanctuary, local 

priesthoods, the names of indigenous gods, which were all part of the 

processes of public confession, had a role in a transition toward pagan 

monotheism. 

There was a shift towards a more personalised relationship with god in 

the confessions, such as was not conceived within traditional 

paganism. The interaction of different cultural groups through 
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assimilation, the competition between new groups and the exchange of 

ideas enabled new, personalised relationships to manifest. 

Local religious cults took advantage of the presence of cults of the new 

religious type and the increasing role of the individual to preserve and 

increase the esteem of rural sanctuaries. These cults extended their 

influence in the field of justice and the power of local priesthoods 

increased. The confession industry that developed was an extension of 

this power and growth. The stable conditions in the Roman provinces 

in the first and second centuries facilitated the production and 

establishment of the steles. By the time crises in the empire became 

apparent in the third century the epigraphic habit was quite 

established, meaning production continued through this troubled 

century, even at lower volume. Access to stone for inscribing also 

assisted in the prevalence of the steles.  

 

5.7 The new religious situation and god beyond the mainstream  

A new religious situation in Asia Minor came about through processes 

of change which drew people away from traditional paganism. These 

processes began as early as the second century BCE, but became more 

apparent in Asia Minor in the first three imperial centuries. New cults 

offering voluntary membership, spiritual, emotional and personal 

satisfaction, community activities, and a new form of identity 

characterised the new religious situation. In return, new cults required 

commitment and sometimes exclusivity. The rise in the role of the 

individual accompanied the new religious situation.  

The presence of new cults offering new things provided a religious 

marketplace. Within the market competition for membership took 

place. The result of competition and new allegiances among people 

created conflict with the structures of traditional paganism, which 
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were expressed in family and state authority. In assimilation terms, 

traditional paganism was the means for integration with family groups 

and city. Whilst imperial authority continued in Asia Minor, 

allegiances shifted sideways to new groups. New religious groups 

created opportunities for acculturation with other groups and with the 

cultural mainstream. The competitive, assimilative environment made 

way for the exchange of ideas and the formation of new relationships 

with god and gods. 

Evidence of the new religious situation appeared beyond mainstream 

Hellenistic culture in the practices of public confession. This mostly 

rural phenomenon belonged to minority indigenous groups in Phrygia 

and Lydia. The confessions express individual people in relationship 

with god. Before the god, they must appear humble and acknowledge 

that divine authority seeped into every aspect of life. Before god must 

glory and praise be given. 

Texts appearing on stone steles recorded the confessions of individuals 

who had transgressed, received punishment, and responded to the 

god’s power by setting up a monument. Whilst directed usually toward 

an indigenous justice god such as Mēn, Hosios and Dikaios, or Apollo 

(usually with an appended name such as Lairbenos), they did indicate 

that a higher power was behind the divine action. This is especially 

apparent in the revelations of transgression to the penitent through an 

angelos, or in an oracle. Through this evidence, a new expression of 

god and a new means of accessing god and of having a relationship 

with god happened beyond the mainstream.  
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6. TOWARDS A MONOTHEISTIC CULTURAL 

ENVIRONMENT 

 

As we have seen in the previous chapter, the new religious situation 

made way for monotheistic activity beyond the boundaries of 

traditional Judaism. The cultural environment was sown with the 

seeds of change. The presence of new religious cults, particularly those 

which members chose to join and displayed commitment to, the rise in 

influence of the individual, and the changing attitude towards god and 

gods opened the way for new ideas and practices. In minority group 

settings, such as the indigenous groups which developed the practices 

of public confession, and in the boundary spaces between minority 

groups and the mainstream, new ways of expressing one god arose. No 

longer was traditional paganism the only means of religious 

expression. God emerged beyond the mainstream. 

Now I identify and discuss the types of pagan monotheism and the 

various definitions. I trace the theoretical background of pagan 

monotheism through Greek philosophy, giving attention to 

Xenophanes and Plato. I discuss the relationship of philosophical 

monotheism with traditional paganism. I then move to how the theory 

found practical application in the fertile ground of the new religious 

situation. I present the phenomena of abstract religious agents of 

divine justice, angeloi and the theion as ways of accessing a singular 

divine which were congruent with pagan monotheism. Within these 

phenomena and with the background of a philosophically constructed 

universe, I consider how the figures associated with monotheism 

operated as mediators to a superior divine. I conclude the chapter with 

investigation of pagan monotheism at Stratonikeia in Karia. 
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In this chapter, I make use of an inductive approach to evidence, as 

presented by Larry Hurtado, as an additional methodological tool to 

assimilation theory.1 

The background is then set for the next chapter’s discussion of cults 

devoted to a single divinity, one highest god. 

 

6.1 Identifying pagan monotheism  

I discern pagan monotheism where there is the evidence that one 

entity as the ultimate source of divine expression was acknowledged in 

a pagan religious context. I find this evidence in philosophical, 

theological and ritual sources. Pagan monotheistic expressions 

belonged to the new religious situation. They were part of the wider 

cultural environment which was changing and adapting to new 

situations. Within the first three imperial centuries there is evidence 

from Asia Minor which indicates departure from traditional pagan 

polytheistic religious practices. It is tempting to categorise such 

practices too readily as part of a monotheistic ‘movement’ among 

pagans.2 What initially appears to be cultic evidence of pagan 

monotheism stands in the foreground of a complex subject. As 

established in the previous chapter, the influences of traditional 

polytheistic religious practices on the structures of society were strong 

and enduring. They were embedded in civic processes, part of ordinary 

life. Each instance of potential pagan monotheism must therefore be 

subject to proper analysis. 

Ritual pagan monotheism emerged in a culture of religious change. It 

was found in places at the assimilating edges of paganism, in minority 

                                            
1 As proposed by Larry Hurtado, “First Century Jewish Monotheism,” JSNT 71 

(1998): 3-26. 
2 The trend toward pagan monotheism noted by modern scholars is examined closely 

in Athanassiadi and Frede, Pagan Monotheism in Late Antiquity. 
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spaces outside of the mainstream.3 Expressions of the individual 

manifested in these creative spaces, freed from the constraints of 

religion that was defined by traditional practice and social integration.  

Identifying pagan monotheistic practices begins initially with looking 

away from the places of mainstream religious activity. It is not a 

straightforward process of collating data from religious activities 

associated with one god. Monotheistic attitudes are seen in the places 

where people looked for divine justice, where they honoured god in 

abstract terms, where they sought mediation between human and the 

remote divine. These were part of deeper cultural change beginning 

from the edges, in minority groups. From any initial survey, these 

things do not necessarily indicate monotheism. Uncovering these 

attitudes and accompanying practices reveals evidence of a change in 

orientation toward god, a desire to enter a personal relationship with 

the god, a seeing the world through new eyes. These new things came 

together in a spectrum of pagan monotheism. 

Like Judaism and emerging Christianity in this period, there is no one 

definition that incorporates every example of pagan monotheistic 

religious practice. Pagan cults which looked toward one god did not 

have a body of doctrine or set of beliefs. This would come later, after 

the establishment of Christianity as the official religion of the Roman 

Empire, when competition and confrontation between cults began to be 

fully manifest. Then, Neoplatonist philosophers and Christians 

entered a dialogue in which much was held in common.4 Pagan 

monotheism is a more recognisable term of use for this later period.5 

Nonetheless, there is sufficient evidence to suggest that pagan 

                                            
3 Ritualistic pagan monotheism will be discussed especially in Chapter Seven, with 

emphasis on cults of Theos Hypsistos, the highest god. Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos 

Hypsistos,” 126 refers to these cults as existing beyond mainstream Hellenistic 

contexts.  
4 Mitchell and VanNuffelen, One God, 5. 
5 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 188. 
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monotheism was a part of the new religious situation in earlier, less 

organised forms. 

 

6.2 Defining pagan monotheism 

There have been many attempts to define pagan monotheism, and to 

qualify its occurrences.6 Many of these qualifications appear to be 

convenience terms which allow an angle of scholarship or peculiar 

interest of a scholar to direct the investigation, as some of the 

examples below show.  

The Macquarie Dictionary describes monotheism as: “the doctrine or 

belief that there is only one god.”7 This meaning is a simple break 

down of two Greek words, monos, alone, only, and theos, god – god 

alone, only god. This meaning does not take in the diversity and 

complexities of ancient religion however, in addition to the 

presumptions made in subsequent eras and new cultural contexts, and 

more must be said.  

Monotheism is a modern term which had little meaning to the people 

of antiquity.8 It has been cast back onto a world which was alive with 

many gods and many cults. In this world, monotheistic-type cults, 

Judaeo-Christian and pagan, were minorities. There existed no 

equivalent word in the ancient world to describe the religious 

expressions grouped by various modern scholars as ‘monotheism.’ 

People then lived in an environment which supported many religious 

cults. Worship of one god or many gods happened. Traditional pagan 

religion did not set out the parameters of worship and belief in gods in 

the way that we expect of religion today. As described in the preceding 

                                            
6 Peter Van Nuffelen discussed the theoretical problems of naming types of pagan 

monotheism is discussed in, “Pagan monotheism as a religious phenomenon,” in 

Mitchell and Van Nuffelen, One God, 17-21. 
7 Macquarie Australian Dictionary. 
8 Michael Frede, “The case for pagan monotheism in Greek and Graeco-Roman 

antiquity,” in Mitchell and Van Nuffelen, One God, 60. 
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chapter, traditional religion was an embedded cultural aspect. The 

components we today ascribe to religion – belief, choice and doctrine, 

were not regular features.9  

In the English language, monotheism only started to be used in the 

seventeenth century, and began to be more widely used around the 

mid eighteenth century, entering the German, French and Italian 

languages even later.10 Not only the term ‘monotheism,’ but all of the 

modern vocabulary associated with religion can perpetuate unfounded 

assumptions about ancient religion.11 This makes any discussion no 

less than biased. 

To people of our era, monotheism usually refers to three of the world 

religions: Islam, Judaism and Christianity. Followers of these religions 

do not believe in or worship more than one god. There is substantial 

doctrine which sets out the beliefs and order of worship of this one god. 

This type of monotheism in the modern era is restrictive, limited, or 

exclusive. There is no room for acknowledging other gods.  

The assumption that all pagan religion was polytheistic is deeply 

embedded in the modern psyche.12 Conceiving of pagan monotheism is 

a relatively new idea in the study of Graeco-Roman religions.13 

Polytheism was the usual expression of traditional Greek and Roman 

religion.14 The definition of ‘polytheism’ is: “the doctrine of, or belief in, 

                                            
9 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 177-8. 
10 Frede, “The case for pagan monotheism,” 59-60, cites as an example of the 

introduction of ‘monotheism’ in the English language, H. More, An Explanation of 
the Grand Mystery of Godliness, (London, 1660), 62. 
11 John North, “Pagan ritual and monotheism,” in Mitchell and Van Nuffelen, One 
God, 35 includes most of the words we use to describe religion – including ‘religion’ 

itself, along with ‘ritual,’ ‘belief,’ ‘faith,’ ‘sacrifice,’ ‘vow’ as modern tools of debate 

which are derived from anthropology, comparative religion and rival theologies. 
12 Van Nuffelen, “Pagan monotheism as a religious phenomenon,” 16, suggests that 

paganism is “intuitively seen as polytheistic.” 
13 For examples of modern scholarly engagement with pagan monotheism see Van 

Nuffelen, “Pagan monotheism as a religious phenomenon,” 16 and note 2. 
14 H. S. Versnel, “Thrice One: Three Greek Experiments in Oneness,” in B. Nevling 

Porter (ed.), One God or Many? (Transactions of the Casco Bay Assyriological 

Institute, Vol. 1, 2000), 80. 
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many gods or more gods than one.”15 Yet according to North, even the 

terms ‘polytheism’ and ‘polytheist’ were meaningless in a time before 

there was a widespread monotheistic alternative.16 Again, these terms 

have been imposed on the religious expressions of the ancient world 

from a much later time. 

The adaptive cultural environment and developing religious situation 

gave rise to changes in engagement within and between various pagan 

cults. People who collectively or individually cannot be described as 

polytheists formulated new religious ideas and cult practices in this 

environment of change. Polytheism as a designation applied to all 

pagan cults does not adequately describe the range of experiences 

expressed in the first three imperial centuries in Asia Minor.17 Forms 

of polytheism were inclusive. This means that people accepted multiple 

gods within the religious system and placed value on the practice of 

devotion to more than one god. In the city of Rome, the building of the 

pantheon is a striking visible representation of the place of the 

polytheistic religious system in the structures of Roman culture.18 

Even when one god was honoured specifically within systems of 

polytheism, such as a patron of a city,19 that god was not necessarily 

believed to be higher in status than another god. A god may have had a 

specific role within a community, and have become the object of special 

devotion and honour, but was still recognised to exist alongside other 

gods of similar and those of greater or lesser divine status.  

                                            
15 Macquarie Australian Dictionary. 
16 North, “Pagan ritual and monotheism,” 37. He refers the reader to a previous work 

(J. North, “Pagans, polytheists and the pendulum,” in W. V. Harris (ed.), The Spread 
of Christianity in the First Four Centuries: Studies in explanation, (Leiden: 2005), 

131-4) in which he has argued against using polytheism as a valid term to describe 

the various pagan religious expressions. 
17 North, “Pagan ritual and monotheism,” 37-8. 
18 The second century CE pantheon, from pa:n qei:on, means a temple to ‘every god.’ 
19 From Asia Minor, the extent of references in honour of Zeus Panamaros at 

Stratonikeia for example, indicates Zeus was the patron of that city. Artemis was 

patron of Ephesos, Aphrodite of Aphrodisias.  
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Monotheism may also be inclusive. This means that honour and 

devotion offered to one god as highest existed alongside the many gods 

honoured in pagan polytheism. The complexities of early Judaism 

exemplify this.20 Van Nuffelen writes of inclusive monotheism, that it, 

“can be reconciled with polytheism, as it recognises a deeper unity 

behind the multiple manifestations of the divine.”21 This unity has its 

basis in the Greek philosophical thought which will be discussed in the 

section below. An inclusive monotheism is tolerant of other gods. 

Versnel describes this as a “non-exclusive monotheism.”22  

A more widely used designation for “non-exclusive monotheism” is 

henotheism. Henotheism means the elevation of one god over others 

recognised to exist.23 Henotheism may well sum up many cultic 

expressions in Asia Minor in the first four centuries CE, that whilst an 

individual or group may worship one god alone, it is within the 

recognised context of other gods. Thus, the Oinoanda oracle to be 

studied later in Chapter Eight, in which Apollo names himself as a 

lesser portion of god, could arguably be called henotheistic.24 

For the purposes of this thesis I shall regard what some scholars define 

more narrowly as henotheism under the umbrella of monotheism. I do 

                                            
20 For the complexities of early Jewish monotheistic practice regarding the worship of 

one god see Versnel, “Thrice One,” 86-7 and references in note 20. 
21 Van Nuffelen, “Pagan religion as a religious phenomenon,” 20. 
22 Versnel, “Thrice One,” 88. 
23 Macquarie Australian Dictionary. Chaniotis, “Megatheism,” 113 note 2, more 

selectively describes henotheism as, “appropriate as a designation of a very specific 

religious concept, the idea of the unity of god.” He cites the examples from 

Orphicorum fragmenta 239 Kern: ei|V +Ai&:dhV, ei|V {HlioV, ei|V DiovnusoV, ei|V qeo;V ejn 
pavntessi – one Hades, one Helios, one Dionysos, one god in all; and Dio Chrysostom 

Oratio 31.II.8-10: polloi; de; kai; aJplw: tou;V qeou;V pavntaV eijV mivan tina; ijscu;n kai; 
duvnamin sunavgousin – many follow and make single all the gods into a certain one 

strength and power. To Chaniotis, these examples influence him to choose the word 

‘megatheism’ over henotheism. Others, such as H. S Versnel, Inconsistencies in 
Greek and Roman Religion I . Ter unus. Isis, Dionysos, Hermes: Three studies in 
henotheism, (Leiden, 1990), 232-236 follow the more regular meaning of elevation of 

one god over others. For Versnel, “Thrice One,” 87-8, henotheism may be permanent 

“or restricted to a specific moment in personal adoration,” citing an example of a 

henotheistic moment being a hymn sung to one god in a polytheistic context.  
24 SEG XXVII 933. 



 

221 

 

this because I do not intend the work of this thesis to be about 

achieving a specific meaning of the word monotheism. I also do it 

because in the indistinct edges of cultural groups in which I base this 

study, narrow parameters of definition conflict with the diversity of 

evidence I am presenting and do not meet the findings of assimilation 

theory. 

Qualifiers of monotheism can assist in particularising the monotheistic 

expression of a cult, but these may be limiting in use.25 These have 

been developed to describe instances of monotheism, but there is no 

consensus in scholarship that these terms mean the same thing from 

one piece of research to the next. Words such as megatheism,26 

menotheism,27 theomonism,28 monolatry,29 monism,30 and 

panentheism,31 have been invented to describe what appears 

manifestly monotheistic but where ‘monotheism’ is deemed 

inadequate. These can help to distinguish between types or degrees of 

                                            
25 For examples, Van Nuffelen, “Pagan monotheism as a religious phenomenon,” 17, 

radical, true, absolute; Chaniotis, “Megatheism,” 112, soft, hierarchical, affective; and 

in Versnel, “Thrice One,” 87, exclusive, pluriform, temporary. 
26 Chaniotis, “Megatheism,” 113: “I use the term megatheism not as an alternative to 

monotheism or henotheism, but as a designation of an expression of piety which was 

based on a personal experience of the presence of god, represented one particular god 

as somehow superior to others, and was expressed through oral performances 

(praise, acclamations, hymns) accompanying, but not replacing, ritual actions.” 
27 W. F. Cobb, Origins Judaicae. An Inquiry into Heathen Faiths as Affecting the 
Birth and Growth of Judaism, (London: A. D. Innes and Co., 1895), 84 defines 

menotheism as: “that belief which sees One Eternal Spirit dwelling behind 

phenomena and manifesting Himself through them.” 
28 Van Nuffelen, “Pagan monotheism as a religious phenomenon,” 19 n. 16, citing H. 

Corbin, Le Paradox du Monothéisme, (Paris, 1981), 14-23. 
29 Versnel, “Thrice One,” 86, describes monolatry as the continuous and exclusive 

worship of one god without explicit denial of the existence of other gods. Versnel 

acknowledges monolatry as a similar designation to henotheism. 
30 Monism is a doctrine of one ultimate substance or principle, whether mind 

(idealism) or matter (materialism), or something that is neither mind nor matter but 

which undergirds both. Macquarie Australian Dictionary. 
31 Van Nuffelen, “Pagan monotheism as a religious phenomenon,” 19 note 16 citing L. 

P. Van den Bosch, Friedrich Max Mϋller: A Life Devoted to the Humanities, (2002), 

347-349; B. Lang, “Monotheismus,” in Handbuch der Religionwissenschaftlicher 
Grundbegriffe III, H. Cancik and others (eds.), (Stuttgart, Berlin and Cologne, 1993), 

355. The term ‘panentheism,’ meaning ‘all in god’ was first derived by German 

philosopher Karl Christian Friedrich Krause in 1828. In discussion with Vicky 

Balabanski I acknowledge that panentheism has currency as a term in systematic 

theology. However, given the different field of study here I elect not to use it. 
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monotheism although they are in my opinion not generally accessible 

to wider readership. Sometimes the various terms applied to religious 

expressions are only slightly different from each other, making the 

field of study in monotheisms confusing.32  

In this study, I apply general terminology rather than specific terms in 

the discussion of ancient religions. I do this to communicate across a 

spectrum the ideas that were in currency. I intend to use ‘monotheism’ 

as a valid term for the manifestations of worship of one god in the first 

to third centuries CE in Asia Minor. I use ‘pagan monotheism’ as a 

broad term to reflect monotheistic tendencies outside of Judaism and 

Christianity. I do not intend it to mean a single religious instance or a 

single manifestation, as I will refer to diverse examples. My general 

use of pagan monotheism includes the qualifiers to monotheism which 

specify an expression of Greek and Roman religion.  

Pagan monotheism is in this thesis a description of a type of religious 

expression in which one god is honoured as highest in ritual and 

practice, as well as theology.  

 

6.3 Anachronism and Hurtado’s inductive method 

Many years ago, the Greek philosophical notion of god as one, and that 

this one god existed within a context of religious polytheism, captured 

my imagination. My mind was alive with images from colourful 

childhood books of Greek and Roman mythology in which many gods 

ranged across heaven and earth, fabulous and distinct, each with 

different roles and areas of control. This long fascination ultimately led 

me to the questions raised in this thesis. Did some pagans worship one 

                                            
32 Van Nuffelen, “Pagan monotheism as a religious phenomenon,” 18, points to the 

circular problem of trying to define monotheism by new words: “Even the deliberate 

creation of new terms to replace older ones immediately entangles the former into 

the ideological web of the latter.” 
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god? If so, how did this god exist among all others? Were the others not 

real to them? The seemingly comfortable presence of one god and many 

gods in the cultural context of the ancient world perplexes my modern, 

post-Christian mind. I expect to find one god or many gods, not 

combinations of these, such as appears from the evidence of at least 

the material covered in this thesis.  

It is the influence of modern expectations like mine concerning ancient 

religions which contributes to a confusion which did not appear to exist 

among the people living in antiquity, in a situation of religious 

plurality.33 Western thinking shaped by a history of religions tradition 

has contributed to misinforming our understanding of the role of 

certain figures in Greek and Roman religion that were related to 

monotheistic practices.34 As a result, the parameters we have set in 

our modern perception of monotheism (pagan, Jewish, Christian) and 

polytheism do not necessarily correlate with the evidence of diverse 

practices which cross boundaries between religions and cults. The 

consequent effect of the Christianisation of the Roman Empire, 

including the bias of church writers, affected how modern generations 

viewed the religious practices of the ancient world. Categories of 

orthodoxy and heresies which shaped the development of Christianity 

did not have a place in the religious landscape that emerged in Asia 

Minor in the imperial era. At that time, in the environment of a new 

religious situation, many possibilities of religious expression existed.  

I deal with anachronistic presuppositions formed out of a modern 

religious setting here as I engage with pagan religion. An inductive use 

of data assists with levelling out anachronism because it works with 

the evidence first rather than with conclusions that are already 

                                            
33 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 179 has established that a situation 

of religious plurality existed in Asia Minor. It is from establishing this basis that he 

refers to a new religious situation. The plurality of cults made way for choice and 

personal commitment. 
34 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 45 refers to the influence of the tradition of the history of 

religions on modern study of Graeco-Roman religion. 
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known. Larry Hurtado has named an inductive approach to evidence.35 

Hurtado’s paper is concerned with emphasising the monotheistic 

attitude expressed in first century CE Judaism. He does this in 

response to a diversity in opinion among scholars about whether Jews 

were monotheistic in the Graeco-Roman context.36 Hurtado sets out his 

methodology for arguing his case carefully because of the diverging 

opinions. Hurtado has determined that an inductive process can work 

out whether ancient Jews were monotheistic and that any such 

conclusions can be used to assess Jewish self-understanding. Did Jews 

see themselves as monotheistic? Hurtado maintains this approach 

even when the evidence of Jewish self-understanding conflicts with 

modern ideals of Jewish monotheism. 

An inductive use of data draws conclusions based from evidence alone. 

It differs from a deductive use of data. A deductive approach to data 

draws conclusions from facts that are already known or presumed. 

Hurtado’s work is in Jewish monotheism, but it can be just as well 

applied to pagan monotheism. An inductive approach seeks to explain 

factual evidence. An inductive process is valuable in a study of ancient 

monotheism because an emphasis on evidence acts as a counterweight 

to modern anachronistic preconceptions. These modern preconceptions 

must be identified and dismissed when they are not based in the facts 

of the evidence itself. 

Hurtado describes the deductive method as one which tries to draw 

conclusions which are ‘known’ to fit into evidence. He suggests that a 

deductive approach has dominated studies, and this distorts the value 

of the evidence.37 He says Jewish data has been misused to reach 

                                            
35 Hurtado, “First-Century Jewish Monotheism,” 5-9 sets out the method for arguing 

his case. 
36 Hurtado, “First-Century Jewish Monotheism,” 5, refers to Peter Hayman, 

“Monotheism – A Misused Word in Jewish Studies?” JJS 42 (1991): 1-15, and 

Margaret Barker, The Great Angel: A Study in Israel’s Second God, (London: SPCK, 

1992), who argue for ditheistic tendencies in Jewish religion. He understands 

ditheism as worship of god and of the personified glory of god. 
37 Hurtado, “First-Century Jewish Monotheism,” 5-6. 
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unsubstantiated claims. He writes: “It is mistaken to assume that we 

can evaluate ancient Jewish texts and beliefs in terms of whether or 

how closely they meet our own preconceived idea of ‘pure’ 

monotheism.”38 A deductive use of data risks imposing ideas from a 

different world.  

Addressing the methodological issue of anachronistic presuppositions 

of what is and is not monotheism in the ancient context is achievable 

through an inductive handling of the evidence. An inductive lens on 

data, within the framework of assimilation theory, works specifically to 

control anachronistic intrusion on the evidence of monotheism in the 

cultural environment.  

 

6.4 The philosophical foundation of pagan monotheism 

The philosophical idea of one god is an opening which leads deep into 

the complexities of ancient Graeco-Roman religion and how people 

thought about god. As the subject matter is large, I will here refer 

briefly and simply to the legacy of two philosophers who appear to 

propose monotheistic theories: a Presocratic and Postsocratic, 

Xenophanes and Plato. I will then argue that whilst the philosophy of 

a select culturally intellectual group alone cannot be used to 

substantiate a case for pagan monotheism, it does provide a 

background of ideas which have been transmitted throughout the 

cultural environment of Asia Minor and which have had some effect on 

subsequent ritual behaviour.   

The transmission of philosophical ideas about one god to the wider 

cultural environment is complex. How much and how far ideas were 

carried is difficult to discern. Yet it does appear that through at least 

Xenophanes and Plato, the transmission of these ideas into the 

                                            
38 Hurtado, “First-Century Jewish Monotheism,” 6. 
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practice of ‘ordinary’ (ie., non-intellectual) people did occur. I now show 

that the practices arising out of a new religious situation do have some 

foundation in intellectual monotheism and philosophical ideas of one 

god.  

Monotheistic ideas have been part of Greek philosophy from at least 

the sixth century BCE. Xenophanes of Kolophon, from the group of 

sixth century BCE presocratic philosophers known as the Eleatics, 

clearly named one god, and named this god as greatest:39    

ei|V qeo;V e[n te qeoi:si kai; ajnqrwvpoisi mevgistoV. ou[ti devmaV 
qnhtoi:sin oJmoivi&oV ou[te novhma40 
one god is greatest among both gods and human beings. By no 

means like mortals in either body or mind 

It is difficult to presume monotheism as such from this one fragment, 

because so little of Xenophanes’ material is extant. There is always the 

danger of reading a different theology into such a limited context.41 

There are four extant fragments which give insight into how 

Xenophanes conceived the true nature of the divine.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
39 According to Versnel, “Thrice One,” 91 Xenophanes may be dated as being active 

c.540 BCE. 
40 Xenophanes Fragment 23, Clement Miscellanies 5.109. Walter Burkert, Greek 
Religion, (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1985), 308 says 

that the ‘one god’ expression used here by Xenophanes draws “entirely on customary 

formulae: one is greatest and for that very reason is not alone,” meaning it is not 

innovative but simply an elevation of a one god over others (henotheism). 
41 This is a deductive approach to evidence, which as I signalled above, I will attempt 

to avoid. 

http://en.wikimedia,org/wiki/File:Prescocratic_graph.png
http://en.wikimedia,org/wiki/File:Prescocratic_graph.png
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Figure 9: Representation of Bryan Enders’ graphical relationship among the various 

groups of Presocratic philosophers and thinkers: 

http://en.wikimedia,org/wiki//File:Prescocratic_graph.png. I acknowledge that 

designation of various philosophers to certain groups is not necessarily uniform 

among scholars, however for the purposes of providing a basic outline and 

approximately situating the different Presocratic thinkers and schools, I offer this. 

 

http://en.wikimedia,org/wiki/File:Prescocratic_graph.png
http://en.wikimedia,org/wiki/File:Prescocratic_graph.png
http://en.wikimedia,org/wiki/File:Prescocratic_graph.png
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In addition to the above (Fragment 23), there follows: 

ou\loV oJra:/, ou\loV de; noei:, ou\loV dev t= ajkouvei42 
as a whole she sees, as a whole she thinks, and as a whole she 
hears  

ajll= ajpavneuse povnoio novou freni; pavnta kradaivnei43  
but from far away she shakes everything with a thought of her 
mind  

 
aijei; d= ejn taujtw:/ mivmnei kinouvmenoV oujdevn, oujde; metevrcesqaiv min 
ejpiprevpei a[llote a[llh/44  
but always she remains in the same way never moving, nor is it 
fitting that she come and go to other places at one time or 
another   

Xenophanes shows from just these four fragments that he conceived of 

one god who had exceptional power, consciousness and cosmic 

influence. He does not go as far as saying that no other being is 

deserving of the name of a god.45  

When referring to one god, it is the oneness of divinity, or unity of god 

that Xenophanes implies46 (Fragment 24). Xenophanes may therefore 

more accurately be called a monist,47 an upholder of one ultimate 

principle, not a monotheist. Taking this into account, along with the 

limitations of available evidence, there is still insight into early 

philosophical monotheistic ideas to be gained, which later philosphers 

would develop more fully. 

                                            
42 Xenophanes Fragment 24, (Sextus Empiricus Against the Professors 9.144 = 

Against the Physicists 1.144). 
43 Xenophanes Fragment 25, (Simplicius Commentary on Aristotle’s Physics 23.19). 
44 Xenophanes Fragment 26, (Simplicius Commentary on Aristotle’s Physics 23.10). 
45 J. H. Lesher, Xenophanes of Colophon, Fragments: A Text and Translation with a 
Commentary by J. H. Lesher, Phoenix Presocratics Series 4, (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 1992), 99. 
46 Lesher, Xenophanes, 191. 
47 Lesher, Xenophanes, 4; Versnel, “Thrice One,” 93; Aristotle Metaphysics 
1.5.986b21: XenofavnhV de; prw:toV touvtwn eJnivsaV (oJ ga;r ParmenivdhV touvtou levgetai 
genevsqai maqhthvV) oujqe;n diesafhvnisen, oujde; th:V fuvsewV touvtwn oujdetevraV e[oike qigei:n, 
ajll= eijV to;n o{lon oujrano;n ajpoblevyaV to; e}n eij:naiv fhsi to;n qeovn – Xenophanes was the 

first of those who held the one/unity (for Parmenides is said to be his student), he did 
not make this clear, nor did he take hold of either of these likenesses of nature, but 
regarding the whole universe says that the one is god. 
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This study of the cultural environment of Asia Minor and the 

development of a new religious situation has exposed limitations in the 

capacity of traditional pagan religion to provide for the spiritual needs 

of people. The gods of traditional religion were imaged 

anthropomorphically.48 A monotheistic vision of god as conceived 

through Presocratics such as Xenophanes, served the spiritual and 

intellectual needs of people in a way that the traditional view of gods 

could not. The Homeric tradition of gods in human form provided 

limited spiritual depth.49 Xenophanes critiqued the human practice of 

glorifying the gods, attacked Homer and Hesiod,50 and drew together 

the teaching of the earlier Presocratics Anaximander and 

Anaximenes.51 The break with tradition instituted by Xenophanes 

against the simplistic anthropomorphic design of the Homeric and 

Hesiodic gods was long lasting, even as Xenophanes himself did not 

gain a significant following.52  

Lesher says Xenophanes’ ideas on one god as moving everything with a 

thought (Fragment 25) but not moving physically in the process 

                                            
48 See description of traditional pagan religion in Chapter Five section 5.1. 
49 Burkert, Greek Religion, 307 says that the medium of verse such as Homer 

presented the gods may have given rise to anthropomorphism in the first place. With 

the innovations of the Presocratics: “There is nothing left of a Zeus who rains, 

according to the words of the poets and to popular belief, or who hurls the 

thunderbolt, nor of the sun god who by day drives his horses and chariot across the 

sky to return to his mother, wife, and children in the evening.” 
50 Lesher, Xenophanes, 117. From Fragment 11: “It was Homer and Hesiod who 

attributed to the gods all sorts of things that are matters of reproach and censure 

among men (sic): theft, adultery, and mutual deceit.” 
51 Burkert, Greek Religion, 308. 
52 Lesher, Xenophanes, 6, says that Socrates, Plato and Aristotle did not report 

Xenophanes as a significant thinker. Burkert, Greek Religion, 309 considers the 

Homeric verse in which Xenophanes wrote contributed to his inability to gain 

adherents, because in the construction of the verse itself people interpreted his views 

on god as just another contest between poets and philosophers. The difficulty here is 

that we only have fragments of his verse, whereas earlier generations had access to 

wider sources, as the difference between opinions in his poems and the opinions of 

the testimonia reported of him attest. Lesher, Xenophanes, 7. 
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(Fragment 26) was original and enduring.53 The immoveable god is 

also unchanging, as Hippolytos intimates.54  

Plato around two centuries later articulated a sophisticated account of 

the construction of the universe based on an initial, perfect being, 

changeless and always existing. In the Timaios an ultimate being is 

always existent55 (o[nta) and is not subject to any force or condition 

imposed upon that which is subsequently created. This being is 

unmoving in the way of Xenophanes’ one god (Fragment 26: aijei; d= ejn 

taujtw:/ mivmnei kinouvmenoV oujdevn). The ultimate entity required a cause 

(aijtiva), to bring other things into being.56 Plato calls this cause a 

master worker, the dhmiourgovV, demiurge. The demiurge desired to use 

the eternal as the perfect image to create the universe. Whenever the 

demiurge keeps sight of that which is uniform and unchanging, the 

product created must be beautiful because of the model used.57 In Plato 

‘beautiful’ (kalovV), ‘most beautiful’ (kavllistoV) are used to convey the 

sense of perfection. The things that are always existent are products of 

the demiurge gazing into the perfect, changeless, eternal model.  

The things that have been created from that which has already come 

into being are not perfect, because the model is not eternal. Concerning 

                                            
53 Lesher, Xenophanes, 109 says this is similar to Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover, who 

moves an object by thought or desire, Metaphysics 1072A 20ff. Aristotle’s description 

is much more complex and the full account is extant, unlike Xenophanes. 
54 Lesher, Xenophanes, 114 citing Hippolytos A31, A33, A36, that the unmoving god 

was e[xw metabolh:V, outside of change. Supplementary information about Xenophanes 

as determined from ancient testimonia such as this help to build a broader view of 

his thinking. It is important to be aware of using limited evidence from a deductive 

basis, and the bias of Christian writers however.  
55 Plato Timaios 27D 5-6: tiv to; o[n ajeiv, gevnesin de; oujk e[con tiv to; o[n ajeiv, gevnesin de; oujk 
e[con, kai; tiv to; gignovmenon me;n ajeiv, o[n de; oujdevpote; -what is that which is always 

existent and has no becoming and what is that which is always becoming and has no 
existence?  
56 Plato Timaios 28A 5-6: pa:n de; au\ to; gignovmenon uJp= aijtivou tino;V ejx ajnavgkhV – 
furthermore everything which comes into being happens out of necessity by a cause. 
57 Plato Timaios 28A 7-11: o{tou me;n ou\n a]n oJ dhmiourgo;V pro;V to; kata; taujta; e[con 
blevpwn ajeiv, toiouvtw/ tini; proscwrwvmenoV paradeivgmati, th;n ijdevan kai; duvnamin aujtou: 
ajpergavzhtai, kalo;n ejx ajnavgkhV ou{twV ajpotelei:sqai pa:n` - so whenever the demiurge 

according to these same things holds her gaze toward the eternal, advancing with a 
model such as this, the form and its capacity is expressed perfectly, thus out of 
necessity is to be completed as beautiful. 
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the construction of the universe, it is anticipated that the demiurge 

has fixed her gaze on that which has always been in existence.58 The 

demiurge is the best of all causes.59 Therefore the cosmos has come 

into existence based on a model that is not tangible or sensory but is 

apprehensible by reason and thought and is self-identical.60 

Plato’s central doctrine of his theory of forms, or ideas, connected with 

his conception of god as one initial, eternal and perfect being. In this 

conception, the world inhabited by human beings was an inferior 

representation of something that existed in a perfect form, invisible 

and inaccessible to everything which has been made subsequently. 

From the Timaios we can deduce that the perfect images are those 

which have been created by the demiurge gazing into the model of the 

one, always existing, changeless being. These forms or ideas are those 

which can be ascertained by reason. The things experienced as 

tangible and sensory within the created world are those which have 

been modelled upon these forms, but which are separated from them.  

Plato inherited Xenophanes’ view of divine perfection and developed it. 

He, like Xenophanes, was however not consistent in his reference to 

the divine in the singular.61 It seems that what he conceived 

intellectually as one ultimate entity translated practically to other 

things. In the Timaios Plato has Socrates invite Timaios to invoke the 

gods before commencing his outline of the construction of the 

universe.62 In so doing Timaios says that anyone with any sense would 

call upon god (singular) before undertaking anything, great or small. 

                                            
58 Plato Timaios 29A 3-4: dh:lon wJV pro;V to; aji<dion e[blepen – as it is evident she looks 

toward the eternal. 
59 Plato Timaios 29A 6-7: oJ a[ristoV tw:n aijtivwn – the best of the causes. 
60 Plato Timaios 28A 1-4: to; me;n dh; nohvsei meta; lovgou perilhpto;n ajei; kata; taujta; o[n, 
to; d= au\ dovxh/ met= aijsqhvsewV ajlovgou doxasto;n gignovmenon kai; ajpolluvmenon, o[ntwV de; 
oujdevpote o[n – so that which she will perceive with reasoning is embraced as always 

existent, whilst that which she will have an opinion about with the senses is without 
reason becoming a matter of opinion and perishes, as it really is never existent. 
61 Lesher, Xenophanes, 98-9. Plato Republic 2: oJ qeovV 381B 4; qeoiv 381D 1; oiJ qeoiv 
381E 8.  
62 Plato Timaios 26B 9-11. 
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In the next line, he then refers to gods in the plural, with the same 

sense as he conveyed in the singular.63 

Occurrences of god/s in the singular or plural number is not in itself a 

means of assessing whether monotheism is intended.64 Grammatical 

plurality can refer to singularity as well as multiplicity.65 Naming god 

as one was not a matter of contest or upholding an orthodoxy. 

Flexibility in ways of referring to god as one or in a multiple form was 

a feature of pagan monotheism which has made it difficult for modern 

thinkers to accept monotheism as an accurate designation for any form 

of pagan religion. This grammatical flexibility does not mean that 

monotheism may not still appropriately be applied to pagan 

expressions of acknowledging and worshipping god, which I attempt to 

address in this chapter. 

Nonetheless the inconsistency in the naming and numbering of god 

cannot be overlooked entirely. It is one reason philosophy alone cannot 

be relied on to uphold monotheism.  

 

6.4.1 The Greek philosophical idea of one god and traditional pagan 

religion 

The traditional interpretation of pagan gods was respected even by 

philosophers who spoke about one ultimate god. The well-known 

attitude of Socrates to honouring the traditional gods, despite his 

                                            
63 Plato Timaios 27C 1-4: =All,= w\ SwvkrateV, tou:tov ge dh; pavnteV o{soi kai; kata; bracu; 
swfrosuvnhV metevcousin ejpi; panto;V oJrmh:/ kai; smikrou: kai; megavlou pravgmatoV qeo;n ajeiv 
pou kalou:sin` - But O Socrates, all whoseover even have a small share of good sense 

always call upon god at the setting out of every action, whether great or small. 27C 7: 

ajnavgkh qeouvV te kai; qea;V ejpikaloumevnouV – calling upon out of necessity gods both 

female and male... and; 27C 9: kai; ta; me;n peri; qew:n tauvth/ parakeklhvsqw` - having 

thus invoked the gods concerning these things. 
64 This is the position of Versnel, “Thrice One,” 121, who says in characteristic tone: 

“So I suggest that we now take a deep breath and bravely prepare ourselves for the 

conclusion that hoi theoi is not always the same as hoi theoi, and for the even more 

terrifying discovery that sometimes hoi theoi may be the same as ho theos.”  
65 Versnel, “Thrice One,” 121. 
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intellectual theology of one god, is preserved in the Greek historian 

Xenophon who wrote in defence of Socrates against charges for 

impiety.66 As an illustration of Socrates’ commitment to the traditional 

gods, Xenophon provides a dialogue between Aristodemos and 

Socrates.67 In this exchange Socrates condemned Aristodemos’ lack of 

piety, with a view, Xenophon says, of ensuring the future piety, justice 

and esteem of those who had failed to honour the traditional gods.  

We move back to Plato, who before embarking on his outline of the 

construction of the universe, has Socrates encourage Timaios to offer a 

prayer to the traditional gods (see note above).68 And in the Phaidros 

Socrates concludes the dialogue with a prayer to Pan and the other 

gods,69 saying that prayer to the gods of the place was appropriate.70 

                                            
66 Xenophon Memorabilia 1.1.1 names the charges against Socrates: hJ me;n ga;r grafh; 
kat= aujtou: toiavde tiV h\n, ajdikei: SwkravthV ou{V me;n hJ povliV nomivzei qeou;V ouj nomivzwn 
e[tera de; kaina; daimovnia eijsfevrwn, ajdikei: de; kai; tou;V nevouV diafqeivrwn – For the 

writing against him was like this, Socrates is doing wrong not believing in the gods 
which the city believes in, but was bringing in other new gods, and he also does 
wrong corrupting the youth. In 1.1.2 Xenophon goes on to extol Socrates’ piety: quvwn 
te ga;r fanero;V h|n pollavkiV me;n oi[koi, pollavkiV de; ejpi; tw:n koinw:n th:V povlewV bwmw:n, 
kai; mantikh:/ crwvmenoV oujk ajfanh;V h\n – for he was also openly sacrificing all the time 

at home, as well as all the time upon the common altars of the city and he did not 
hide his consulting oracles. 
67 Xenophon Memorabilia 1.4.2: levxw de; prw:ton a{ pote aujtou: h[kousa peri; tou: 
daimonivou dialegomevnou pro;V =Aristovdhmon to;n mikro;n ejpikalouvmenon. katamaqw;n ga;r 
aujto;n ou[te quvonta toi:V qeoi:V ou[te mantikh: crwvmenon, ajlla; kai; tw:n poiouvntwn tau:ta 
katagelw:nta, – but I will first say those things which I once heard concerning the 

deity itself while conversing with Aristodemos the Small. For observing him closely 
he neither sacrificed to the gods nor consulted an oracle but even jeered at those 
doing these things. Then at 1.4.10 after being challenged by Socrates’ description of 

an ultimate maker, Aristodemos says he doesn’t despise the godhead but feels it is 

too great to need his service. Socrates says that the greater the power that does 

things to serve (ie., for the good of the created people), the greater honour is 

demanded. 
68 Plato Timaios 27B 9-11: so;n ou\\\\n e[rgon levgein a[n, w\: Tivmaie, ei[h to; meta; tou:to, wJV 
e[oiken, kalevsanta kata; novmon qeouvV – therefore Timaios, it is to be your task to speak 

next, as is fitting, when you have called upon the gods according to custom. 
69 Plato Phaidros 279B 6-C 2: w\ fivle Pavn te kai; a[lloi o{soi th:/de qeoiv, doivhtev moi kalw:/ 
genevsqai ta[ndoqen e[xwqen de; o{sa e[cw toi:V ejnto;V ei\nai moi fivlia. Plouvsion de; nomivzoimi 
to;n sofovn to; de; crusou: plh:qoV ei[h moi o{son mhvte fevrein mhvte a[gein duvnaito a[lloV h] oJ 
swvfrwn – O beloved Pan and also the other gods as many as are here, give to me the 

things within to become beautiful and the things from without so I may have inner 
well-being. May I consider the wise person wealthy and to me sufficient gold as much 
as a moderate person may be able to bear and maintain. 
70 Plato Phaidros 279B 4: oujkou:n eujxamevnw/ prevpei toi:sde poreuvesqai~ - therefore is it 

not fitting to convey prayer to the gods of this place? 
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Care must be exercised with regard to Plato’s presentation of Socrates 

however, along with assumptions about his monotheistic attitudes 

toward god, or commitment to traditional religion. Plato intended to 

uphold Socrates as the ideal person who fitted in with his conception of 

the world and how society should behave. He is figured to serve Plato’s 

purposes. It is not necessarily an accurate representation of the ‘real’ 

person of Socrates. 

From these indications of the desire to uphold the gods of tradition, a 

sense of dependence on the gods may be discerned. From our context in 

a very different world, it may appear superstitious, despite the logical 

reasoning presented in the writing about god and how all things came 

to be. 

Plato defends the role of the traditional gods of a city and he 

emphasised that people respect them. Punishment existed for those 

who rejected the gods.71 Therefore what certain philosophers conceived 

of at an intellectual level was not how they expected people to behave 

at a practical or ritual level. The actions of the characters in Plato’s 

dialogues, and later in Aristotle, upheld such behaviour. It was even 

evident in Xenophanes two centuries before Plato. Xenophanes 

radically reconceived god, but he did not depart from cultic or mythical 

understandings of traditional gods, which, like Plato, he considered 

essential for the proper functioning of society.72  

This attitude becomes important as other expressions of one god are 

discovered in evidence presented in such forms as confession 

inscriptions. More than one god can be addressed ritually in the 

confessions texts, even as one god may be implied. Another example is 

devotion to the angelos of a certain god. As will be discussed below in 

the section under mediation, divine and semi-divine figures may 

                                            
71 Plato Laws 10.907C-910D, on the laws to be put in place and the punishment for 

impiety. 
72 Versnel, “Thrice One,” 102.  
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represent the power, or the manifestation of a singular highest god. 

These are examples of religious activity which appears on the surface 

as polytheistic, but when further analysed may suggest monotheism. 

When assessing evidence of potential monotheism, the context of the 

occurrence must be carefully examined. Does it belong to the new 

religious situation? Is it part of a mainstream or minority group 

setting? These things will be further explored as this study develops. 

Further philosophical development of the idea of one god continued 

beyond Plato and Aristotle and is found in the writings of middle 

Platonism and Neoplatonism. It is beyond the area of study here to 

investigate these. The examples above from Xenophanes and Plato 

simply point to a tendency in Greek philosophy toward understanding 

an ultimate god as one. 

The occurrences of monotheistic expression in this very brief 

discussion of two philosophers show contradiction with the numbering 

of god/s, and what appears to be assertions of one god and then 

practical affirmation of honouring many gods. From this, valid critique 

of any claim for pagan monotheism based on philosophy alone may be 

made. It is necessary to provide evidence of practical monotheistic 

activity, alongside philosophical monotheism, to substantiate any 

claim for pagan monotheism within the cultural environment. 

 

6.4.2 Summing up a philosophical monotheistic universe 

In the construction of the universe developed by Plato, the world was 

created by the master worker, the demiurge. Plato, who built upon 

earlier philosophical foundations, and his successors, conceived of the 

perfect, unchanging and eternal entity. This was the god. The god had 

always been existent and remained entirely separated from the world. 

The demiurge gazed into the eternal and established creation. That 

which was created had no recourse to the perfect eternal entity 
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because of the separation of realms, the inferiority of the state of being 

created, and the subjection to limitations such as time, elements and 

capacity.  

This construction necessarily entailed a hierarchical ordering in which 

the highest was the most superior and the lowest the most inferior. In 

the philosophical hierarchy, the highest was the eternal entity which 

remained in a perpetual state of separation from all that followed. 

Next was the demiurge, or the one which gazed into the eternal and in 

created the images of everything in their perfect form, good and 

beautiful. These images similarly remained separate from all that 

followed, existing in the realm of thought and reason. The material 

creation then emerged, and apart from the soul – which belonged to a 

higher level,73 was accessible as a tangible and sensory reality.  

In the hierarchical structure of the universe, divine and semi-divine 

figures operated, acting as mediators within the strata.74 In the strata 

may be found the many gods of pagan religion. These were figures 

who, according to Versnel, occupied no “fixed category.”75 Rather they 

were flexible in definition. At the assimilating edges of cultural groups, 

a distinct god such as the god of Judaism and Christianity may be 

viewed as belonging to the strata. In addition, were found those less 

distinct figures to be described in the following sections which I 

suggest are representative of pagan monotheism. 

There were ancient interpretations of the construction of the universe 

which can be sourced from philosophical schools other than the 

platonic. One such alternative is noted in a Stoic physical 

interpretation of the universe, in which existence was predicated on 

                                            
73 Plato Timaios 34C ff. 
74 Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 248 refers to the inaccessibility of the remote 

supreme divinity and that the hierarchy that resulted required mediatory figures to 

enable access by human beings. The processes of mediation will be discussed below. 
75 Versnel, “Thrice One,” 105. 
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corporality.76 Whilst noting that the evidence of ancient Greek 

philosophers studied here is limited to one example from the 

Presocratic era and one from after, I accept in this study that one 

ultimate god was a common, even if not absolute, feature of Greek 

philosophy. It is beyond this study to elucidate further on the 

contribution of philosophical monotheism to ritual monotheistic 

practice.  

The platonic vision of the universe provides a background to the 

diverse religious expressions present in the cultural landscape of Asia 

Minor, even if it is not the only way of understanding the universe. In 

this study, it is a model within which to set the figures who have a role 

in monotheism. 

 

6.5 New ways of seeing god and gods 

In traditional paganism, many gods were represented. These fulfilled 

various religious roles. Access to an ultimate god removed from the 

human world was not part of the view of traditional religion. 

Philosophers such as Plato advised observation of the traditional gods 

to ensure the proper functioning of society. This was even when, as 

Plato describes in the Timaios, one god was intellectually conceived as 

mover of the universe.  

However, as the religious situation changed in Asia Minor, the desires 

and ambitions of individuals began to influence attitudes toward god 

and gods. People began looking for other ways of approaching god/s 

                                            
76 In those aspects of Stoic philosophy in which nothing incorporeal exists, including 

god, the opposite of platonic idealism occurs. Some Stoic thought did acknowledge the 

incorporeal however – Sextus Empiricus Against the Professors 10.218 D (translation 

in The Hellenistic Philosophers, vol. 1: Translations and Commentary, A. A. Long 

and D. N. Sedley): “[Stoics] say that of somethings some are bodies, others 

incorporeals, and they list four species of incorporeals – sayable (lekton), void, place, 

and time.” This however, is set in the context where corporeality is “the hallmark of 

existence.”  
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than through the tradition, to be open to a more personal experience of 

the divine. Whilst the architectural impression of the cosmos remained 

unchanged, there was a change in the way people reported their 

experience of the gods.77 This may be seen in the increase in 

inscriptional evidence of particularly western Asia Minor that refers to 

abstract entities. These entities include to; qei:on, theion, the divinity, 

a[ggeloi, angels/angeloi, and figures administering divine justice such 

as  }OsioV kai; DivkaioV, Hosios and Dikaios, the Holy and Just.78 These 

figures, in addition to the practices of public confession discussed in 

the previous chapter, were products of a new religious situation, a new 

way in which people searched for, experienced, and understood the 

divine. 

From the religious activities associated with these designations, 

practical monotheism may be inferred in many instances. These 

practices began in the boundaries between cultural groups and within 

minority groups. Through the processes of assimilation as described in 

this study, these religious practices inevitably affected mainstream 

religion. Wider changes happened, such as in the way oracle centres 

functioned. These centres responded to a situation that was new, 

including a personal desire to know god and to communicate with 

god.79  

Within a new religious situation, well established philosophical 

understandings of god as one ultimate entity found practical 

expression in the cultural environment. This happened alongside the 

                                            
77 Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 251 refers to shifts in religious language which 

point to a change in peoples’ experience of gods. These shifts are evidenced in the 

inscriptional record of abstract divine and semi-divine figures, which are discussed 

below. 
78 Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 247 suggests the examples of divinities honoured 

on stones such as angeloi, the theion and Hosios and Dikaios provide case studies of 

individualisation. If so, this affirms these figures as representative of the new 

religious situation. 
79 Oracle centres as places for monotheistic expressions of god will be discussed in 

Chapter Eight. 
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regular practices of traditional polytheistic paganism in which most 

people continued to operate.80 

The evidence of activities which arose in the new religious situation 

indicates people did experience god differently. The transmission of the 

philosophical ideas about one remote god from the Presocratics onward 

did occur among ‘ordinary’ people. Through new religious practices 

people experienced the manifestations, the dunavmeiV, powers, of the 

highest god. These manifestations may not appear outwardly as 

monotheistic, yet further investigation can yield insights into a 

singular divine power behind the manifestations.  

People experienced the powers of one high god in the rule of divine 

justice, through the practices of public confession, the devotion to local 

gods such as Mēn, and abstract divinities which included Hosios and 

Dikaios, the angeloi and the theion. Whilst not overtly monotheistic, 

these experiences nonetheless represented the effects of a remote, 

singular deity conceived intellectually and experienced personally as 

the author of all things. Therefore, other divine figures had a role in 

the expressions of pagan monotheism, a concept which does not align 

with modern understandings of monotheism. 

Transmission of philosophical ideas of one god is unlikely to have been 

intentional. It occurred through ordinary processes of exchange of 

ideas and introduction of new practices. These things prospered in the 

changed conditions of a new religious situation. The cultural 

environment as established in this study provided the means for the 

changes which were sometimes expressed as monotheistic attitudes 

toward god. 

 

                                            
80 Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 260 concludes that expressions of divine power and 

intervention in the world, which may be seen in the evidence of inscriptions to 

abstract entities come from within a polytheistic system. 
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6.6 Divine justice, angeloi and the theion as representative of pagan 

monotheism 

In Asia Minor a sense of awe and humility by human beings 

accompanied a trend toward monotheism in the cultural 

environment.81 Awe and humility were associated with the practices of 

public confession and in dedications honouring abstract entities.82 Awe 

and humility were part of the human experience of god. Revelations of 

divine presence and use of divine power have always provoked 

submissive responses in humans. In a new religious situation, the 

question about what might be different in human response to divine 

revelation needs to be asked. It is more likely that the human 

perception of divine power changed, rather than the fact of divine 

punishment and human awe. 

People began to respond ritually to this one remote god and record 

their responses through the perception of its dunavmeiV, powers. The 

confession practices discussed in the last chapter were a way people 

recorded their experience of the powers of a high god. 

The powers were also felt through the effects of divine justice and 

through the intervention of abstract divinities such as the angeloi and 

theion. These figures were honoured for their manifestation and 

representation of a higher power. They were not necessarily inferior to 

the known and named figures of the traditional pantheon. Their status 

did not need to be acknowledged by a definite name.  

In this conception of a superior god, abstract divinities as Hosios and 

Dikaios may be described as projections of a higher divinity. They 

express the divinity as manifested in the world as a holy power 

bringing justice, as a highest god. I suggest that Hosios and Dikaios be 

seen as one being who is sometimes depicted under a figure of a rider 

                                            
81 Kraabel, “  {UyistoV,” 82-4 on the religious attitude of awe and humility. 
82 Kraabel, “  {UyistoV,” 82. 
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god, or a god whose manifestation of power they express, such as Mēn, 

Zeus, Helios or Apollo. The following dedication is an example: 

A =Agaqh:/ tuvch/     Diomas and Eutyches 

 Dioma:V kai; Eujtuvch-    stone cutters 

 V latuvpoi     to Good Fortune 

  
B (M)htri; qew:n, Foivbw/ t= oJsivw/ kai; Mhni; To the Mother of the 

gods, and to  

dikaivw/, ojfqalmw:/ te DivkhV dike- both holy Phoibos and 

just Mēn 
ofrosuvnhV cavrin a[ndreV the Sakleanoi men set 

this up to  

Sakleanoi; swth:rsi qeoi:V the eye of the just 

character of  

oJsivoiV ajnevqhkan83 Dikē and to the saving 

holy gods 

This decorated dedication on a marble stele from Phrygia comprises of 

two inscriptions. The bust of Zeus Bronton appears at the top of the 

stele. In the panel beneath is the figure of Helios with radiate head 

driving a quadriga. Another horse and Dionysos with thyrsos is visible 

above the text. The first inscription (A) is by the stone cutters to the 

god of good fortune. The second inscription (B) is to the Mother of the 

gods, to Phoibos, Mēn and other figures of divine justice. Here the 

qualities of holy and just (o{sioV, divkaioV) have been transferred to 

Phoibos and Mēn, rather than standing as gods themselves.  

In this example, the intention of honouring a higher god is contained 

within the formulae and imagery of known gods. The role of the 

individual is highlighted in personal addresses to a named god, such as 

Mēn, Hosios and Dikaios.84 In these type of dedications, the specific 

qualities being honoured were manifested by the named god, but the 

source of power was an ultimate high divinity.  

                                            
83 Ricl, “Hosios kai Dikaios. Premiere Parte,” 13-14 no. 25, 59 Plate 5, no. 25. 
84 Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 256. 
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An example of individual expression is seen in another dedication from 

the territory of Aizanoi to the indigenous gods of justice: 

( [Et)ouV soev A.... In the first month of the year  

 NeikhvtaV Pard-   Neiketas Pardala 

 ala: Mhni; qew:/   made a prayer to the god Mēn. 

 eujchvn. 
 +Osivw/ ke; Dikevw/   The village of Alianoi to 

 hJ =Alianw:n ka-   Hosios and Dikaios. 

 toikiva. Sw:ze    Save the village. 

 th;n katoikivan85 

Here within the same inscription, the personal dedication is set in the 

context of the community. The authority of Mēn is invoked by 

Neiketas, whilst the village called on the intervention of the gods of 

justice, Hosios and Dikaios. The god Mēn was being honoured for a 

quality of delivering divine justice.86 In addition to Mēn, the 

impersonally named divinities Hosios and Dikaios, also being 

honoured in the hope that they deliver justice and save the village, 

pointed toward the recognition of one superior creating god such as 

might be discerned from a platonic interpretation of the universe. 

The figures described epigraphically as Hosios and Dikaios could 

function as attributive qualities of known gods,87 as well as 

impersonally named agents of divine justice. These, in addition to the 

abstractions angeloi and theion, occupied the structure of the universe, 

as has been described. They were functionaries who performed a role, 

even as they were not confined to any one role. They were the result of 

new ways of seeing god and gods, new experiences of divine activity. 

The abstract entities appeared in the same, or similar environmental 

                                            
85 Ricl, “Hosios kai Dikaios. Premiere Parte,” 37 no. 81. 
86 For example, Hasan Malay, “A Praise on Mēn Artemidorou Axiottenos,” EA 26 

(2003): 13-18. Here the qualities of justice and holiness are honoured through praise 

of Mēn Artemidorou: mevga soi to; o{sion, mevga soi to; divkaion – to you great the 

holiness, to you great the justice. 
87 As in the inscription above, Ricl, “Hosios kai Dikaios. Premiere Parte,” 13-14 no. 

25, where o{sioV, divkaioV are applied as attributive qualities to Phoibos and Mēn. 



 

243 

 

contexts in Asia Minor. The figures associated with the monotheistic 

tendencies discussed, including Mēn, Zeus, Mētēr figures, 

Apollo/Helios, Hosios and Dikaios, who administered divine justice, 

along with the theion and angeloi, were interrelated in dedications and 

iconographically incorporated into the visual landscape of divine 

honouring. The interrelatedness of these figures means they are to be 

studied together, within that same context.  

These distinct religious expressions were the result of people’s 

perception of a superior power operating in the universe. They may be 

viewed as projections of a higher divinity, agents of its power 

manifesting in the world. From the study of these, I categorise them as 

representations of pagan monotheism. 

As people began to view god and gods differently out of a religious 

situation which was changing, there arose new ways of describing the 

divine experience. The increasing role of individuals influenced this. 

The evidence which represents devotion to the abstract figures reflects 

a desire for a personal relationship with god. Abstract naming of gods 

evident in epigraphy enabled ordinary people to express their 

acknowledgement of divine action around them in a new way. These 

figures had a similar role to the traditional gods. They could project 

any god whose status and qualities they shared.88 They expressed a 

means of divine intervention.89  

There is evidence naming angeloi and theion and abstract agents of 

justice like Hosios and Dikaios from before the period studied here.90 

However their use reached a peak in the second and third centuries. 

They represented a rhetorical means of naming divine power which 

was new. They were part of the new religious situation and were 

                                            
88 Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 260. 
89 This idea fits with Jesus Christ as a mediator without subordination. 
90 Especially referring to theion, Versnel, “Thrice One,” 113, 125 suggests usage was 

evident in literature. Inscriptional use became more prominent for all these abstract 

figures in the first three imperial centuries. 
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associated with developments toward monotheism. Evidence of these 

figures expressed a change in religious language which might indicate 

change in the theological representation of the gods, rather than the 

traditional hierarchical representation.91 This means a shift in 

orientation of the gods from a traditional view established through a 

usual reconstruction of a platonic universe.  

This idea provides scope to rethink the traditional model of a hierarchy 

as being vertical in structure with the highest being the most superior. 

A theological reinterpretation of hierarchy enables the possibility of a 

horizontal structure in which figures inhabiting it are not made lesser 

by any function they perform in a certain context. A sideways view also 

makes room for the individual person in the universe as an active 

agent rather than submissive respondent. A flat hierarchy is a possible 

representation of a universe in which pagan monotheism developed. 

Angeloi have a long tradition of religious association in Asia Minor and 

elsewhere throughout the ancient world.92 Their roles in Judaeo-

Christian religious tradition taken up by more modern history of 

religions scholarship has impacted on how later generations of people 

have viewed them, whether they appear in a Judaeo-Christian or a 

pagan context.93 This thinking does not necessarily reflect the wider 

role of angeloi in the cultural environment of Asia Minor. As ‘angels’ 

have had such a major role in the religious tradition inherited by the 

western world their study must always be carefully measured against 

the deductional use of data and tests for anachronism. The study of 

angeloi is thus complicated with anachronistic presumptions.94 

                                            
91 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 46-7. 
92 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 48 suggests that angeloi were less prominent in Greek 

mythology and religious tradition than in Near Eastern culture, whether polytheistic 

or monotheistic. 
93 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 45. 
94 Sheppard, “Pagan Cults of Angels,” and F. Sokolowski, “Sur le Culte d’Angelos 

dans le Paganisme Grec et Romain,” HTR 53/4 (1960): 225-9, take traditional 



 

245 

 

Cultic references in Asia Minor to angeloi in the first three imperial 

centuries occur within pagan and Jewish contexts. They are 

infrequent,95 but significant. Occurrences naming angeloi are found in 

both pagan and Jewish context. Pagan uses of angeloi were not 

necessarily influenced by Judaism in this era.96 The case study given 

below of angeloi evidence in Stratonikeia attests to this. Some scholars 

have tried to emphasise the connection of evidence of angeloi with 

Judaism.97 Jewish tradition and epigraphical evidence does not 

necessarily support this.98 Sheppard does not give a religious meaning 

of angeloi for pagans.99 Neither does Rangar Cline try to make a 

religious connection in his study of the phenomenon of angeloi 

invocation and devotion across the Mediterranean.100 I take the 

position that references to angeloi were given in a cultic context. For 

pagans, they represented a way of interpreting the divine-human 

relationship. They offered a means of mediation to a high god and they 

manifested the powers of this high god. In this study, I group pagan 

references to angeloi with the practices associated with monotheism. 

Theion is another abstraction, a neuter designation, which appears to 

reflect an attitude toward a god that differed from traditional pagan 

interpretations.101 In a confession inscription from Maionia the report 

of Babou’s punishment for failing to report for duty as a priest names 

the punishing god simply as to; qei:on, the divinity: 

                                            
positions in their study of angeloi. This influences their view of the angeloi in pagan 

religious roles. 
95 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 49. 
96 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 50. 
97 Mitchell, Anatolia 2, 46; Sheppard, “Pagan Cults of Angels,” 77. 
98 For example, TJ Berakoth 9.1.13a. (People should not call upon the archangels but 

on God who will answer.) 
99 Shepard, “Pagan Cults of Angels,” 77. 
100 Cline, Ancient Angels. Cline’s study is contained between the mid second to the 

mid fifth centuries CE and so takes in evidence which is outside of the parameters of 

this thesis.  
101 to; qei:on to express the divine was not a new invention in the cultural 

environment. It had been in use for centuries. In literature, it was used to reflect 

superior power – Versnel, “Thrice One,” 113, 125. What was new in Asia Minor in the 

early imperial period was its increase in use and significant new epigraphical use. 



 

246 

 

 =Epiz –     Having been 

 hthqei:sa iJevreia uJpo;   sought after by the divinity 

 tou: qeivou ke; mh; uJpo –   to be a priest and not  

 kreinomevnh, pavlin   responding, again 

 ejpizh<th>qei:sa ujpo;   being sought after by 

 tou: qeivou,102    the divinity, 

The emphasis in this text is on the awesome fact of Babou’s 

punishment and that god was so involved in Babou’s personal 

circumstances as to enact the torture.103 Her experience was a physical 

reality, even though the divinity existed in a separated and superior 

realm. The theion is not a named god, even if a known god is implied in 

the address.104 It is the fact of divine intervention and a new attitude 

toward god and a new way of seeing god that is reflected ritually in the 

inscription. Babou confesses her failure and acknowledges the power of 

god in so doing. 

The neutral theion contains the idea of the divine rather than the 

supremacy of a highest divinity itself.105 This would fit the context of 

                                            
102 CIG 4142.4-9. 
103 CIG 4142.9-13: meta; pol - | lh:V ajnavnkhV ke; basav - | nwn e[kuto <uJ>povdeigma | tw:n 
a[llwn ijV to;n tov | pon – after great force and inquiry by torture she lay as a token of 

others in this place. 
104 Ricl, “A Forgotten Confession Inscription,” 40 suggests the divinity referred to in 

Babou’s dedication is likely to be Hosios and Dikaios, who elsewhere is referred to as 

to; qei:on – Ricl, “Hosios kai Dikaios. Premiere Parte,” 5, no. 6: Qeivw/ +Osivw/ kai; Dikaivw/ 
| G(avi&oV) =I(ouvlioV) =AneivkhtoV eujchvn, | pronohvsantoV =Am- | filovcou B’, iJerevoV – Gaios 

Ioulios Aneiketos made a prayer to the Divinity Hosios and Dikaios, having provided 
Amphilochos the second (or, son of Amphilochos), priest; and 6, no. 8: Qeivw/ +Osivw/ kai; 
Dikaivw/ | +Ermh:V +HfaistivwnoV | kai; Meltivnh B’, hJ gunh; auj-| tou:, uJpe;r Filippikou: |  

tou: uiJou: eujchvn.  [EtouV s-| nz’, mh(no;V) =Apellaivou h’ – Hermes Hephaistianos and 

Meltine (the second, or daughter of Meltine), his wife, made a prayer to the Divinity 
Hosios and Dikaios on behalf of Philippikos his son. In the year snz in the month of 

Apellaios; SEG 41.1187 (PH273093): Kariko;V Di-|onusivou uJ-|pe;r eJautou: | ke; tw:n 
ijdivwn | pavntwn +Osiv-|w/ ke; Dikevw/ qivw/ | eujchvn – Karikos son of Dionysios made a 

prayer on behalf of himself and all his family to the divinity Hosios and Dikaios. 
Cults of the indigenous Hosios and Dikaios are well established through Phrygia. 

They provide examples of the role of the gods in local justice and in the significant 

role of minority cultural groups. In addition to Hosios and Dikaios, Ricl, “A Forgotten 

Confession Inscription,” 41 suggests the figure intended by the designation theion 
could be a local Helios, Apollo or Zeus. 
105 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 47 n. 165 refers to TAM V 1.609 from Lydia: Qew:/ qeivw/ - to 

the divine god. This reference clearly was intended to enhance the namelessness of 

the figure honoured.  
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Babou’s situation. The name of the god is not important. It is divine 

action that is being honoured in the role of enacting justice. The 

personification of a highest divinity is found in references to Theos 

Hypsistos.106  

The ritual responses of individuals to these abstract figures in 

confession or honorific texts are personal, even as the naming is 

impersonal. It is interesting that in an era when the role of the 

individual is becoming more prominent, divinities with abstract, 

impersonal names appear. It would seem more natural from our 

position outside of the cultural context to ascribe personal names in an 

individual relationship.  

Belayche suggests that the abstract, impersonal theion, angeloi and 

certain agents of divine justice represent a means of intervention of 

divine powers, not subordinate, but expressive of full divinity.107 She 

further suggests that the epigraphic occurrences of angeloi and theion 

display a votive, or contractual, relationship with the gods.108 She 

views the votive relationship as a marker for communication with the 

gods in Greek and Roman pagan tradition. Belyache’s position on the 

pagan occurrences of angeloi and theion is that they belong to the 

spectrum of traditional Graeco-Roman religion, even if the conceptions 

of the divinity were new or different. 

I suggest that they represent a new development in the religious 

situation toward monotheism, that they were a departure from 

traditional religion. The angeloi and theion, in addition to the local 

gods of justice honoured in the confession texts, are largely found 

among indigenous groups. This means they came out of a minority 

group setting. The research contained in this thesis suggests that the 

cultural environment which supported the new religious situation 

                                            
106 Cultic references to Theos Hypsistos will be discussed in Chapter Seven. 
107 Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 259-60. 
108 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 46. 
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allowed space for minority group religious expression. Pagan 

monotheism happened in these minority spaces, which were opened by 

processes of assimilation.  

Belyache’s position on traditional pagan religious devotion as behind 

evidence of angeloi and theion is supported by the fact that traditional 

pagan polytheism continued and largely made up the mainstream. 

However, the fact that the weight of evidence discussed here is found 

among mostly indigenous minority groups indicates development away 

from traditional religion toward a new understand of god, and new 

ways of accessing god. 

 

6.7 The question of mediation 

Within a pagan monotheistic context, communication between divine 

and human was achieved through the processes of mediation. A 

hierarchical construction of the universe with separated realms, as 

established in the Platonic view, required processes of mediation to 

enable communication through the strata. Even within polytheism not 

all gods were equal, not all occupied the same space in the hierarchy. 

In the hierarchy of Olympian gods in the traditional Greek pantheon 

Zeus was acknowledged as the greatest of the gods. From a pagan 

monotheistic view, a supreme god was remote from the hierarchy and 

from the created world. Communication between realms therefore 

required other figures to be involved. 

In the subject of mediation between human and divine, testing through 

awareness of deductional versus inductional use of data is required. 

Have processes of divine communication with the human world been 

assumed to require mediators with fixed roles? Particularly do those 

mediators which are fixed in our modern imaginations as ‘angels’ and 

‘demons’ fill that role too easily? If a common understanding of 
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hierarchy is vertical, does this mean that mediators are inferior to the 

figure from whom they convey messages?109  

Mediation between realms was experienced differently in a pagan 

religious context and in a Judaeo-Christian context, even when 

monotheism can be implied in both. In the Jewish and Christian 

traditions, it was possible to talk directly to god,110 even if that god 

existed in a realm separate from the sensory world and might have 

seemed increasingly remote. Peter Hayman suggests that the pressure 

to follow a strict monotheistic way of life in the postexilic era led to the 

Jewish god becoming so transcendentalised that Jews increasingly felt 

the inaccessibility of god.111 This supports my idea that a common 

experience of the divine was apprehended between different religious 

groups. When pagans sought god, it was frequently via oracle 

facilitation, or through confessional practices, enforcing the sense of 

separation from an ultimate divine. Even though in a new religious 

situation people may have been seeking a personal relationship with 

god, the ritual practices studied here suggest people understood the 

realm between human and divine to be separate. 

The Judaeo-Christian meaning of mediator to supreme deity has 

prevailed in the modern interpretation of angeloi. Therefore 

‘messenger’ is a common meaning ascribed to the word angelos. It is in 

fact the lexicon meaning given for oJ a[ggeloV, hJ a[ggelh.112 

Interpretation of angeloi and other abstractions such as the theion has 

been circumscribed because of messenger associations.  

                                            
109 Belayche, “Angeloi,” challenges any such assumptions. Epigraphical evidence of 

angeloi, theion and agents of divine justice do not support notions of inferiority. 

Cline, 4, on the other hand, presents angeloi as lesser. 
110 The Book of Psalms in the Old Testament is an example of the language of prayer 

offered directly to god. Psalms lay the human experience open before god, showing 

that Jews and Christians who took up these same traditions believed god would hear 

and understand, despite god’s sovereignty.  
111 Hayman, “Monotheism – A Misused Word,” 1.  
112 LSJ: a messenger, envoy; generally, one that announces; a divine messenger, an 

angel, N. T. 
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Using a deductive method, the traditional translation of angeloi as 

angels, messengers, has been transferred back to Greek and Roman 

religion, especially by scholars of the twentieth century. It has been 

used to support the idea that any religious change in which angeloi 

featured facilitated the way for Christianity to become dominant.113 

Such translation does not accommodate either cultural nuances or 

biblical background.114 Angeloi in a pagan context may be entirely 

unrelated to biblical references. 

The meaning of ‘messenger’ or ‘messenger of god/s’ does not encompass 

the complexity of the roles of angeloi in the pagan cultural context. 

This meaning can of course apply, and is reinforced in the classical 

imagery of Hermes towards Zeus.115 At a sanctuary of Zeus Panamaros 

in Stratonikeia of Karia the angelos of Zeus is attested from the point 

of Hermes – Dio;V a[ggeloV.116 Yet as Belyache says, in this context 

Hermes is not just a supernatural assistant.117 He has the stature of a 

god and is honoured with divine status for his communication function. 

‘Messenger’ is therefore not a subordinate function of mediation and 

transfer. It is a full representation of divine power.  

Hermes was not the only god who functioned as messenger. F. 

Sokolowski in 1960 identified Hekate as a angelos between worlds who 

also functioned as a god of vengeance and justice.118 Sokolowski 

connected Hekate with the angelos references at Stratonikeia. 

                                            
113 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 49 note 179 refers to the work of Franz Cumont, Les religions 
orientales dans le paganisme romain (Paris: P. Guethner, 1906 [1929 ]) as an 

example of influential trends in scholarship regarding the role and influence of 

angels on the history of religions. 
114 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 49. 
115 Odyssey 5.29. Belayche, “Angeloi,” 47. See also Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 

251 who cites an example from Greg H. R. Horsley, The Greek and Latin Inscriptions 
in the Burdur Archaeological Museum, Regional Epigraphic Catalogues of Asia 

Minor 5 (London: British Institute of Ankara, 2007): no. 108, II.24-7: +Ermh:n 
ajpangevllonta (b)r(o)ntoi:si o{ssa Zeu;V fronevei hjde; ajqavnatoi qeoi; a[lloi – Hermes who 

announces to mortals as much of the thinking of Zeus and the other immortal gods. 
116 IStr. 103 – angelos of Zeus. 
117 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 52. 
118 Sokolowski, “Sur le Culte d’Angelos,” 228. 
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Sheppard has strongly disagreed with this connection, preferring the 

influence of Judaism on the Stratonikeia angelos.119  

The angelos of Mēn is reported acting as messenger in inscriptional 

evidence of the confession texts from the imperial period. In these 

texts, the angelos of Mēn appears as messenger of a master god. Direct 

access for the penitent to Mēn, who is the subject of the confession, is 

not implied in the texts. This highlights the separation of realms and 

the necessity of some form of mediation. In the confessional corpus 

communication to the wrongdoer via an angelos only occurs twice, 

indicating it was not the usual means of communication in these 

contexts.120 Given the limitation of angeloi evidence, it is important to 

rely inductively, and not presume angeloi were widespread in cult.  

I agree here with Belayche that angeloi as explicit mediators were not 

a usual representation in pagan dedications.121 If the messenger 

function of angeloi is to accommodate the experience depicted in the 

epigraphical evidence of Asia Minor, then it seems all divine beings 

had the capacity to be mediators, and might be honoured as such, 

bringing news from the gods whom they represented,122 without any 

sense of inferiority.  

Angeloi have an active function in pagan religion. Belayche gives a 

meaning of an angelos as a god in action.123 This very appropriate 

meaning expands on the function of angeloi in religious experience, 

builds on the messenger role and removes any inferiority status. 

                                            
119 Sheppard, “Pagan Cults of Angels,” 79-80. 
120 Petzl, Beichtinschriften, 48, no. 38.5-7: kaqw;V hJmi:n ejdhlwvqh uJpo; tou: ajngevlou tou: 
qeou: Mhno;V Pertraeivtou =Axethnou:` - just as it was manifested by the angelos of Mēn 

Petraeitos Axetēnos; and, 3, no. 3.8-11: oJ qeo;V ou\n ejkevleuse di= ajngevlou praqh:nai to; 
eiJmavtin kai; sthllografh:sai ta;V dunavmeiV – therefore the god commanded through an 

angelos that the garment be obtained and the powers inscribed on a stele.  
121 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 56. 
122 Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 251-2. 
123 Belayche, “Religious Rhetoric,” 254. 
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Angelos as god in action invests these figures with the power of full 

divinity.  

In the cultural environment of Asia Minor, the designation angeloi was 

a way of naming divinity and naming the action of the divine from the 

side of human experience. Angelos as god in action means much more 

than the obedient act of messenger mediation, as the inheritance of 

Judaeo-Christian tradition has bequeathed. It means that any god can 

have an angelos and that any god can function as an angelos. Even 

though some texts refer to the angelos of say Zeus, Mēn or 

Helios/Apollo,124 perhaps implying that these angeloi only served in 

these roles, these references need to be placed within a larger context 

in which such figures play a non-mediatory role.125 The angelos 

honoured at Stratonikeia is found in the context of thanksgiving 

dedication, as the object of exaltation, as well as in a mediatorial 

role.126  

Therefore, an angelos function is not the only aspect of a god. If any 

god can function as angelos, then it clarifies the abstract, 

impersonality of the naming, because angelos relates to the function 

itself rather than the whole being of the god. Angelos with the meaning 

of a god in action removes connotations of inferiority and calls into 

question the traditional vertical interpretation of a hierarchy in which 

the angels are lower than the gods.127  

                                            
124 For example, Ricl, “A Forgotten Confession Inscription,” 40 note 45; Ricl, “Hosios 

kai Dikaios. Second Parte, 95 no. 1: (qe)ou: =ApovllwnoV kai(i;) | (tw:n) ajngevlwn aujtou: 
+Osivw/ | (ke;) Dikevw/ - of the god Apollo and his angeloi to Hosios and Dikaios. 
125 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 45.  
126 See section below on Stratonikeia. According to Cline, Ancient Angels, 60, it was 

through the messenger function alone that the angelos at Stratonikeia was honoured. 
127 Some of this hierarchical sense is reinforced in the biblical tradition which has 

informed much modern scholarship – Psalm 8.4-5: ‘What are human beings that you 

are mindful of them, mortals that you care for them? Yet you have made them a little 

lower than God, and crowned them with glory and honour.’ (Translation New Revised 
Standard Version). A textual variant at 8.5 for the Hebrew elohim has been 

interpreted as ‘divine beings’ or ‘angels.’ Hebrews 2.6-7: Tiv ejstin a[nqrwpoV o{ti 
mimnh/vskh/ aujtou:, h] uiJo;V ajnqrwvpou o{ti ejpiskevph/ aujtovn; hjlavttwsaV aujto;n bracuv ti par= 
ajggevlouV, dovxh/ kai; timh:/ ejstefavnwsaV aujtovn – what is a human being that you 
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An angelos must be related to a deity it serves to function as 

messenger. This connection may not be evident with the more obscure 

messenger identifications that occur in relation to the theion,128 or 

when a deity like Zeus is invested with an epithet such as hypsistos.129 

Evidence for these combinations of deity occur at Stratonikeia and will 

be discussed below. 

 

6.8 The case for pagan monotheism in Stratonikeia 

Most of the evidence for angeloi in Asia Minor is epigraphical and 

there is a concentration around Stratonikeia.130 This geographical 

concentration is both a limitation in usefulness as well as being 

evidence of a probable cult centre of angeloi. In Stratonikeia angeloi, as 

well as the impersonal presences of theion and combinations of 

hypsistos, are found. 

Stratonikeia was a significant town in the interior region of Karia, 

south of the Marsyas River. (See Map 1) From Stratonikeia there are 

attested over 1500 inscriptions.131 Nineteen inscriptions are related to 

abstractly named divinities.132 Mostly these may be dated from the 

second to the third centuries CE.133 They are short inscriptions and the 

majority are in combination with Zeus Hypsistos. I suggest that the 

pairing of Zeus with Hypsistos (most high, highest), which is an 

                                            
remember him, or a son of a human being that you take care of him? You made him 
lower for some small while than angeloi, glorified and honoured having crowned him.    
128 For example, McCabe 45 = IStr. 1119 from Stratonikeia: qeivw/ ajgge - | likw/: eujca | 

ristou:men | uJpe;r swth | rivaV – to the angelos-like divinity we give thanks on behalf 

of (our) salvation.  
129 For example, McCabe 56 = IStr. 1117 from Stratonikeia: Dii; uJyivstw/ | kai; qeivw/ ajg 
- | gevlw/ Nevwn | kai; Eujfrosuv - | nh uJpe;r tw:n | ijdivwn – To Zeus most high and the 

divine angelos, Neon and Euphrosunē (make this) on behalf of their own household. 
130 Cline, Ancient Angels, 57, says that the largest single group of pagan dedications 

to angeloi is found at Stratonikeia. 
131 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 57 n. 228. 
132 McCabe 45-58 (accessed through PHI database, Stratonikeia). Also, see E. 

Varinlioglu, “Inschriften von Stratonikeia in Karien,” EA 12 (1988): 84-88 nos. 6-11. 
133 Cline, Ancient Angels, 58. 
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abstract epithet in itself,134 be interpreted as a way people connected 

abstract names with a known deity. This may be a mainstream 

religious influence in a minority cultic setting. There was a major 

sanctuary of Zeus Panamaros at Stratonikeia, meaning Zeus was 

already a popular deity there.  

Cline suggests that there was a local cult of Zeus and his angelos at 

Stratonikeia.135 The geographical limitation of the Stratonikeia setting 

is probably too narrow a context for the cluster of Zeus Hypsistos with 

the angelos epithet to be regarded as evidence for a cult of Zeus and his 

angelos. The setting of angelos with Zeus Hypsistos is also in 

relationship to theion, and the status of theion in the Stratonikeia 

corpus is more than just an attributive to the angelos.136 The theion 

also appears as an object of devotion alongside Zeus Hypsistos:  

 (D)iei; +Uyiv –  To Zeus Hypsistos 

 (s)tw/ kai; q(eiv) –  and the good 

 w/ ajgaqw:/  divinity 

 (=I)sokravth(V)137 by Isokrates. 

 

Cline goes on to say that the companion angelos in the Zeus Hypsistos 

inscriptions is the same entity that appears in other inscriptions as 

theos.138 I agree that there was a cult of Zeus Hypsistos at 

Stratonikeia, but suggest that it appeared in relationship to the 

abstract angelos and the similarly abstract theion (not theos). The cult 

as such was expressed through the religious language of a new way of 

                                            
134 Designations of hypsistos as evidence of pagan monotheism will be discussed fully 

in Chapter Seven. 
135 Cline, Ancient Angels, 57. 
136 Cline, Ancient Angels, 57 equates theion with theos and says there are five 

dedications to Zeus Hypsistos and “a second divinity identified only as a ‘theos.’” I 

have only identified one dedication to theos (McCabe 47 = IStr. 1121). The rest are 

the theion, which Belayche has described as the idea of the divine, rather than 

divinity itself. Belayche, “Angeloi,” 47. 
137 McCabe 55 = IStr. 1114. The kai; here seems to indicate two objects of devotion. 
138 Cline, Ancient Angels, 57. 
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thinking about god. I suggest that it was a monotheistic religious 

expression. 

The Zeus Hypsistos combinations at Stratonikeia include Zeus 

Hypsistos and angelos,139 Zeus Hypsistos and theion,140 Zeus Hypsistos 

and theion with adjectival qualifiers,141 Zeus Hypsistos and theion and 

angelos.142 There have also been found dedications to theion in 

combination with angelos,143 and hypsistos (without Zeus)144 and theos 

alone.145 The one inscription from Stratonikeia to theos (qevoV), god, 

only, is a dedication without any qualifying adjective. Again, this 

impersonal naming reflects the tendency in this place towards 

abstraction of divinity, which as discussed in this chapter, is a marker 

of pagan monotheism. 

From the gymnasium in Stratonikeia has been found a set of angelos 

dedications inscribed on altars. This indicates that the gymnasium 

itself was a cult site for angelos followers.146 The inscriptions from that 

site refer to the impersonalised deities here described, which I suggest 

are evidence of a new trend in the way people were defining god. The 

abstract angelos or the theion have no apparent connection with an 

individualised god. They represent a movement away from traditional 

religion and point toward a high god removed from the world. Their 

epigraphical relationship to Zeus is in the context of hypsistos, the 

                                            
139 McCabe 50 = IStr. 1118 – Dii&; +Uyivstw/ kai; =Agaqw:/  jAngevlw/ - to Zeus Hypsistos 

and the Good Angelos. 
140 McCabe 51 = IStr. 814: (D)ii&; +Uyivstw/ kai; qeivw/ - to Zeus Hypsistos and the 

divinity; Also, McCabe 52, 54, 54*5, 54*7, 55, 58. 
141 McCabe 53 = IStr. 1111: (Di)i&; (+Uyivstw/ kai;) (q)eivw/ megavl(w/) – to Zeus Hypsistos 

and the great divinity; McCabe 57 = IStr. 1115: Dii&; +Uyivstw/ kai; qivw/ basilikw:/ - to 

Zeus Hypsistos and the royal divinity. 
142 McCable 56 = IStr. 1117: Dii&; +Uyivstw/ kai; qeivw/ ajggevlw/ - to Zeus Hypsistos and the 

divine angelos; McCabe 56*5 – oujranivoV. 
143 McCabe 45, 46 = IStr. 1119, 1120: qeivw/ ajngelikw:/ - to the angelos-like divinity. 
144 McCabe 47*5 = IStr. 1113: qew:/ uJyivstw/ (k)ai; tw:/ qivw/ - to Theos Hypsistos and the 

divinity. 
145 McCabe 47 = IStr. 1121: (t)w:/ qew:/ | (A)ujr(hvlioV) Zhvnwn | <AR> | caristhv | rion – 
Aurelios Zenon (made) a thank offering to god. 
146 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 57. 
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‘most high’ qualification which as I have said, is an impersonalised 

designation.  

The angelos at Stratonikeia always appears in the singular.147 This 

distinguishes it from Jewish dedications and certain other pagan texts. 

Qualities such as ajgaqovV, good, or basilikovV, royal, or oujravnioV, 

celestial, define the Stratonikeia angelos.148 The divinity, theion, is 

similarly qualified. They are expressions of exaltation. Belayche says 

these qualities, and the others referred to in the Stratonikeia angelos 

inscriptions, are part of the rhetoric of divine exaltation in Anatolia.149 

Similar ways of exalting the gods may be noted in the confession texts 

of Lydia and Phrygia. Exaltation of the gods was an expected ritual 

outcome following divine manifestation and intervention.  

Sheppard found in his study that evidence of angeloi at Stratonikeia 

referred to pagan use of the term to describe a certain type of 

supernatural being. He says that ‘angeloi’ was a term borrowed from 

Hellenistic Judaism without the understanding of its monotheistic 

background.150 He assumes that pagan borrowing of this and other 

Jewish religious terms was uninformed.151 His position suggests that 

pagan use of angeloi must be dependent on a Jewish precedent. I do 

not think this is the case, and Cline’s study would also support 

otherwise.152 

Sheppard also questions if the texts reflected Christian language,153 or 

if it was the literature of Philo, and Christian authors informed by 

                                            
147 Cline, Ancient Angels, 58. 
148 See references above, McCabe 50, 56*5, 57. 
149 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 58. 
150 Sheppard, “Pagan Cults of Angels,” 77. 
151 Sheppard, “Pagan Cults of Angels,” 87. Sheppard cites an inscription from 

Apameia-Myrleia to support his assumption that pagans were misinformed: 

filagaqhvsasan ejn th:/ tou: DivoV sunagwgh:/ - for her (priest’s) love of good service in the 

synagogue of Zeus. BCH 23 (1899) 593.  
152 Cline, Ancient Angels, 49-51. 
153 Sheppard, “Pagan Cults of Angels,” 85 – less likely he thinks, because the texts 

lack “Christian colouring” (whatever that means!). 
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Philo, which influenced the appearance of the Stratonikeia texts.154 

Sheppard’s position is a traditional Judaeo-Christian interpretation of 

angels and does not fit with the textual evidence he presents. The 

framework of cultural assimilation also indicates that pagans and 

Jews took up religious formulae and practices from each other. This 

has been shown in the case study of Jews living in Akmonia and in 

Miletos.155 Different cultural groups making use of formulae and 

practices from other traditions conforms with processes of assimilation 

and does not mean people doing them are uninformed. They may 

indeed have borrowed the terminology and practices, but adapted them 

to a new situation. 

Although Sheppard’s use of evidence is deductional, his study is 

nonetheless useful in bringing together significant textual references 

to angeloi, their combination with theion, with exalting adjectives, and 

with figures of superior naming, such as Zeus Hypsistos.  

Pagan monotheism is not an agreed context for the angeloi texts at 

Stratonikeia. Belayche’s position is that the diversity of angeloi 

references found in the Stratonikeia texts reflects a polytheistic 

context.156  

At Stratonikeia the angelos and the theion inscriptions provide 

evidence of cultic activity which represented a response to religious 

change. The angelos itself, paired with the theion, is the object of 

                                            
154 Sheppard, “Pagan Cults of Angels,” 83-5. Philo relates the Word of God [lovgoV] to 

an intermediary, an ‘eldest angel’ or ‘Angel’ or ‘Archangel’ – Philo Confus. Ling. 146; 

Quis... Heres 205. 
155 See chapter two (Akmonia) and chapter seven (Miletos). 
156 Belayche, “Angeloi,” 46. Polytheistic contexts are she says, characterised by local 

fragmentation and lack of doctrinal authority. Versnel, “Thrice One,” 82 also refers to 

a tendency in some modern scholars to claim that Greek polytheism lacks 

transparent structure and is chaotic in its manifestation. I think the extent of 

evidence at Stratonikeia does not imply fragmentation, but concentration, so am not 

convinced by Belayche’s or any similar such assertions here. 
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thanks and exaltation,157 no matter whether conceived as a mediator to 

a highest god (Zeus, in the case of Stratonikeia), or otherwise.158 The 

theion and the angeloi manifested the powers of a superior divinity. 

They are thus pagan expressions of monotheism. 

The new ways of expressing divinity at Stratonikeia indicate that 

people were conceiving of god in a different way. The abstract names 

were part of the patterns noted throughout this study as movements 

toward pagan monotheism. 

 

6.9 Conclusions: Pagan monotheism in the cultural environment 

In this chapter, I trace the development of pagan monotheism in Asia 

Minor through analysis of the terminology associated with 

monotheism, by naming the difficulties of working backward from a 

modern religious mindset to a world where the constraints and 

meanings of religious terms were very different. I have considered the 

philosophical foundation of monotheism through the brief study of two 

Greek philosophers who imagined a singular, creating god who existed 

in a hierarchically structured universe. In this universe, various divine 

beings navigated realms, providing opportunities for human beings to 

experience the divine in multiple ways.  

The transmission of philosophical monotheism into monotheistic cult 

activity happened as the changing cultural environment enabled new 

attitudes toward god to be ritually expressed, and for new experiences 

of god to be received. Epigraphical evidence of this is shown in 

religious attitudes and practices which departed from traditional 

                                            
157 Cline, Ancient Angels, 60, who refers to devotion offered to the angelos, but not 

the theion as anything other than attributive. See Belayche, “Angeloi,” 65 on a 

different way of interpreting the usual equivalence given to angelos and theion. 
158 McCabe 45 = IStr. 1119: qeivw/ ajgge - | likw:/ eujca - | ristou:men | uJpe;r swth - | 

rivaV – to the angelos-like divinity we give thanks on behalf of (our) salvation; 

McCabe 46 = IStr. 1120: qeivw/ ajv - | gelikw:/ | eujcari - | stou:men – we give thanks to 

the angelos-like divinity. 
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mainstream activities. New naming of the divine and personal 

experience of divine intervention reflect the role of the individual in 

the processes of cultural change in the new religious situation. It is in 

the context of minority groups that the evidence discussed in this 

chapter toward a movement pagan monotheism is observed. 

In the next chapter, the evidence of pagan monotheism in the cultural 

environment is extended to cultic following of one specific god. Cults of 

the highest god, Theos Hypsistos, provided people from different 

cultural groups an opportunity to worship one god. 
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7. THE HIGHEST GOD AMONG PAGANS AND 

JEWS 

 

We have travelled through the terrain of the new religious situation in 

Asia Minor through Chapter Five and in Chapter Six encountered the 

development of pagan monotheism. I have shown that within the new 

religious situation the philosophical foundations of monotheism 

provided a theoretical context for the movement toward practical, 

cultic expression in pagan contexts. I focussed on the phenomena of 

devotion to the angeloi and the theion, public confession, and the rule 

of divine justice in a local context. I investigated the processes of 

mediation as a means of accessing a remote highest god conceived in 

the philosophical construction of the universe. I concluded that the 

collective evidence of these practices directs interpreters to consider 

that one highest god was intended as the ultimate object of worship. 

The study of these practices confirmed they belonged to a spectrum of 

pagan monotheism.  

This current chapter takes the study of pagan monotheism into the 

area of cult worship of a distinct highest god, Qeo;V  {UyistoV, Theos 

Hypsistos. I will describe Theos Hypsistos as a high god of pagan 

monotheism; identify cults of Theos Hypsistos within Asia Minor 

through analysis of evidence; draw out features of the worship of Theos 

Hypsistos and discern why it was different from cultic worship of other 

gods. I will also discuss the relationship of Theos Hypsistos with other 

gods and cults, including Judaism.1 From the interactive edges of 

                                            
1 This chapter excludes discussion on hypsistos references as they appear in relation 

to the acclamation ei|V qeovV, one god. Rather than contributing to the task set here in 

affirming the presence of pagan cults of Theos Hypsistos in Asia Minor, examples of 

ei|V qeovV refer to the exaltation of a god as one, not highest. Such studies belong 

specifically to the area of henotheism. For the seminal, extensive and excellent study 

on this aspect of pagan religious development, see E. Peterson, EIS QEOS: 

Epigraphische, formgeschichtliche und religionsgeschichtliche Untersuchungen, 
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Judaism, I investigate the phenomenon of the theosebeis, the god-

worshippers, as they relate to the worship of Theos Hypsistos. This 

then sets up a background environment for the pagan theological 

oracles described in the next chapter. I set out in this chapter the 

evidence of Theos Hypsistos and suggest that it further clarifies the 

cultural tendency in Asia Minor toward monotheistic expressions of 

god which have emerged from a common cultural matrix. 

As evidence of worship of a highest god in the Graeco-Roman world is 

widespread, two selection criteria will inform the evidence presented 

here. The first is geographic. As the focus in this thesis is 

geographically set in Asia Minor, data location within Asia Minor is 

prioritised.2 Where evidence from elsewhere is used, it will be to 

highlight a point and provide explanatory information. The second 

criterion relates to cult and ritual activity. Data is included which 

gives evidence of ritual and cult activity associated with Theos 

Hypsistos as it assists the purpose of this chapter, even if on occasion 

it does not meet the first geographical criterion. 

 

7.1 Theos Hypsistos as a high god of pagan monotheism 

                                            
Forschungen zur Religion und Literatur des Alten und Neuen Testaments 24 

(Göttingen, 1926). The exclusion of ei|V qeovV references extends to eastern aretalogies 

belonging to cults of Serapis and Isis, despite multiple examples. Much scholarship 

has focussed on these and it is beyond the parameters of this thesis to include such 

an overview. See Nicole Belayche, “Deus deum... summorum maximus (Apuleius): 
ritual expressions of distinction in the divine world in the imperial period,” in One 
God: Pagan Monotheism in the Roman Empire, 141-66. Mitchell, “Further thoughts 

on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 172-3 does note in relation to Serapis that whilst he 

is joined in name to several major deities honoured throughout the Roman Empire, 

his name is never joined to Theos Hypsistos.  
2 From within Asia Minor cult examples from Karia, Ionia, Lydia, Mysia, Bithynia, 

Pontus, Paphlagonia, Galatia, Phrygia, Pisidia, Pamphylia, Lykia, Lykaonia, Cilicia 

and Cappadocia make up a dense and significant body of evidence for the worship of 

the highest god.  
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Evidence of the name Theos Hypsistos ranges from the third century 

BCE attestations in the Septuagint3 through to the patristic writings 

of the fifth century CE. Most of data considered here is from the second 

and third centuries CE, the high point of cult activity across the 

Roman Empire.4 Western Asia Minor has yielded the greatest amount 

of data. This geographical region aligns with the work of the previous 

chapters on pagan monotheistic activities. I can say from the spread of 

evidence that devotion to Theos Hypsistos existed within a cultural 

environment which supported pagan monotheism.  

In a pagan context, the title Theos Hypsistos describes a supreme god 

not known by the traditional names of other pagan gods. u{yistoV, 

hypsistos, most high, highest, is a superlative adjective from u{yi, high, 

aloft. The hypsistos epithet designates a god as the highest – either 

alone (monotheism), or amongst others (henotheism). In the 

philosophical construction of the universe conceived by Plato and 

others, the highest god, the source of all creation, existed in a realm 

separated from all else. Other figures inhabited the hierarchy of divine 

and semi-divine beings between the the highest god and the mortal 

creation. There was no direct access to the highest god. In practical 

pagan monotheistic activity access to the highest god was achieved 

through the ritual practices noted in the previous chapter.  

Theos Hypsistos cult worship took pagan monotheistic practices 

another step. The evidence of cult activities associated with Theos 

Hypsistos presented in the following sections suggest that there was 

access to the god for worshippers. The other divine and semi-divine 

beings believed to inhabit the hierarchical structure of the universe do 

not appear to be involved in the process of accessing the highest god. 

This indicates that cult occurrences of Theos Hypsistos were 

                                            
3 Collar, Religious Networks, 227, 241 suggests that the term ‘Theos Hypsistos’ was 

the Septuagint translation of the Hebrew El Elyon, which was associated with 

Judaism. This translation was differentiated from Yahweh or Adonai. 
4 Collar, Religious Networks, 224. 
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something new, a bypassing of traditional religious ideas, a 

development in the religious activities of people. In Asia, there is 

sufficient pagan epigraphical evidence, and some literary evidence, to 

deduce a cult following of Theos Hypsistos as a single, highest god not 

associated with any other traditional god or gods.5 This evidence will 

be discussed throughout this chapter. 

I suggest in this study that in the activity of cults of Theos Hypsistos 

the honouring of one highest god grew beyond philosophical 

speculation into practical devotion. This was a significant departure 

from traditional religion, an expression of the new religious situation. 

Awareness of Theos Hypsistos as the highest god created spaces where 

cultural crossover between pagans and Jews occurred. This is 

especially notable in the theosebeis occurrences to be discussed below.  

The ubiquity of pagan polytheism and the many practices of honouring 

gods has given some scholars the view that a figure who is named 

hypsistos is not necessarily always the highest.6 Who is hypsistos may 

be a subjective opinion, incorporating the desire to placate, appease or 

flatter rather than state an irrefutable conviction. With the advances 

in the Roman Empire which made travel, communication and trade 

easier, cities and countryside were filled with people from many 

different places. The unintentional offence of a local god was always to 

be avoided, thus the applicability of naming unknown gods hypsistos.7 

Trebilco says that in Asia Minor the naming of various gods as 

hypsistos occurred as a cultural trend.8 This reflects the diversity of 

                                            
5 The best catalogues of Theos Hypsistos evidence are found in Mitchell, “The Cult of 

Theos Hypsistos,” 128-47, and “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 

198-208. 
6 For alternative ideas about Theos Hypsistos not being a unique deity, but rather 

one god exalted above others, see for example Belayche, “Deus deum,” 163; Ustinova, 

“Thiasoi of Theos Hypsistos,” 164-5; Chaniotis, “Megatheism,” 112-40. 
7 The famous altar in Athens inscribed ajgnwvstw/ qew:/, to an unknown god, in Acts 

17.23, is an example of the desire not to unintentionally offend any god. 
8 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 143. 
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the cultural environment, including the increasing influence of the 

individual within it. It does not discount the existence of a specific cult 

of Theos Hypsistos. The diversity of hypsistos representations 

throughout Asia Minor does require care when determining the 

context of references. Bearing in mind the popularity of the hypsistos 

epithet within the cultural environment, there is nonetheless sufficient 

evidence of cult activity directed towards Theos Hypsistos to name this 

as a specific god, and not merely a representation of another god.9 The 

exception is Zeus Hypsistos, which I will discuss below as belonging in 

most cases to a more traditional body of pagan religion.  

 

7.2 Cults of Theos Hypsistos 

A religious cult is a following of people organised enough to have “a 

particular system of religious worship, especially with reference to its 

rites and ceremonies.”10 In pagan religion some of the indicators of cult 

activity include: having distinct worship practices which sometimes 

included processes of initiation, having identifiable places of worship, 

appointed personnell to act as officials, and the formation of 

associations with social and other benefits.11 Here the evidence of 

behaviour among followers of Theos Hypsistos amounting to cult 

activity is measured against these descriptors. 

Stephen Mitchell has extensively surveyed and catalogued cults of 

Theos Hypsistos and I have used his work in analysing the cultic 

                                            
9 As Collar, Religious Networks, 244. 
10 Macquarie Australian Dictionary. 
11 For example, the god Mithras is known by distinct iconography which connects to a 

central worship ritual involving the sacrifice of a bull. Worship and social activities 

were focussed on a temple. Associations extended benefits of a social group to 

members. Some followers participated in the mysteries of the cult through initiation. 

This defined them as subject to the god and inner members of the exclusive 

particularities of the cult. These characteristics make it possible to claim that there 

were cults of Mithras operating in the ancient world.  
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evidence of Theos Hypsistos.12 Mitchell’s surveys of Theos Hypsistos 

are the most comprehensive and easily accessible resource on the 

evidence of Theos Hypsistos and associated cults. They are an 

invaluable resource for analysing the appearance of Theos Hypsistos 

among the religious evidence of Asia Minor. The body of evidence is 

mostly epigraphical, with some limited archaeological data.13 

When Mitchell completed his 2010 survey he ascertained there were 

375 inscriptions relating to the cult of Theos Hypsistos dating from the 

second century BCE to the fourth century CE. Not all these 

inscriptions were pagan. Inscriptions were identified mostly as votive 

dedications. 220 were addressed to Theos Hypsistos, 121 to Zeus 

Hypsistos and 34 to Hypsistos (without another name).14 This means 

that only 220 refer to Theos Hypsistos by that name. As some of these 

were not pagan, this reduces the evidence base for pagan cults of Theos 

Hypsistos. Nonetheless, the number of attestations is still significant 

and warrants the discussion here. Of dedicators, 73 were women, 152 

men.15 Some of this data falls outside of the time frame and is 

geographically remote from this study. This data will be used sparingly 

where it elucidates a cultic context.  

The widespread appearance of Theos Hypsistos dedications creates 

some difficulty in assigning provenance, especially when an inscription 

has been removed from its context. I note that the removal of evidence 

from its original location, either in antiquity or in modern times, limits 

                                            
12 I have especially valued the compilation of inscriptions in his catalogues. See 

especially Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 81-148; “Further Thoughts on the 

Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 167-208. 
13 Mitchell’s purpose in collecting data on Theos Hypsistos is to identify monotheistic 

worship outside of Judaism and Christianity in the Roman and late Roman worlds. 

His base position presumes pagan monotheism is a valid term to describe the context 

of Theos Hypsistos inscriptions which are not obviously Jewish. 
14 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 167. 
15 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 178-9. These figures 

do not include groups that were not family. Mitchell says that the significant number 

of female dedicators indicates that the poor or disadvantaged found a place within 

the cult. See also Collar, Religious Networks, 224. 



 

266 

 

the conclusions that can be drawn about the extent of cults of Theos 

Hypsistos within the environment. 

Useful literary evidence of pagan cults of Theos Hypsistos also exists 

which provides insight into the spread of the highest god cult. Gregory 

of Nazianzus16 in a funeral oration for his father dated to 374 CE 

provides an account of some characteristics of Theos Hypsistos 

followers which are consistent with cult activity. Gregory’s own father 

was a follower of Theos Hypsistos before he converted to Christianity. 

The document is later than the epigraphical data covered in this 

chapter, but it does provide further information on the existence of 

cults of Theos Hypsistos and some ritual practices. As such it may 

assist in determining if followers behaved in ways that conformed to 

identifiable cult activities: 

ejk duoi:n ejnantiwtavtoin sugkekramevnhV +Ellhnikh:V te plavnhV kai; 
nomikh:V terateivaV, w|n ajmfotevrwn ta; mevrh fugw;n ejk merw:n 
sunetevqh. th:V me;n ga;r ta; ei[dwla kai; ta;V qusivaV ajpopempovmenoi, 
timw:si to; pu:r kai; ta; luvcna` th:V de; to; savbbaton aijjdouvmenoi kai; 
th:V peri; ta; brwvmata e[stin a{ mikrologivan th;n peritomh;n 
ajtimavzousin. +Uyistavrioi toi:V tapeinoi:V o[noma, kai; oJ pantokravtwr 
dh; movnoV aujtoi:V sebavsmioV.17 

It (the group from which Gregory’s father was a part) was from 

two most contrary ways, being mixed up with both Hellenic 

error and quackery based on law, of which the parts were put 

together avoiding some parts of both. For on the one hand they 

dismiss the idols and the sacrifices, and they honour fire and 

lamps; whilst respecting the Sabbath and observe the smallest 

detail regarding meat and they dishonour circumcision. They 

are called Hypsistarians by the humble, and the Almighty is the 

only one indeed who is an object of worship for them. 

From this passage features of a religious cult may be discerned 

through the Christian bias of the author. Christian bias against 

Judaism and Greek religion is reflected in the derogatory use of 

                                            
16 Nazianzus was a town in Cappadocia. 
17 Gregory of Nazianzus Oratio 18.5. 
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+Ellhnikh:V te plavnhV, Hellenic error, kai; nomikh:V terateivaV, quackery 

based on the law. Both Greek and Jewish practices formed part of 

Gregory’s interpretation of his father’s religious background. From 

Judaism, the avoidance of idols, sacrifices and circumcision, honouring 

the Sabbath, and being concerned about sacrificed meat are 

identifiable features of distinction from pagan cults. From paganism, 

the honouring of fire and use of lamps indicates ritual activity. Gregory 

intimates that the religion described was a hybrid of two types of 

religion, pagan and Jewish. From this passage, a name for the 

followers is mentioned, the Hypsistarioi. This designation is not the 

same as applied to Jews, oiJ =Ioudaivoi, the Judaeans.  

There is no pre-patristic evidence to suggest that followers self-

identified by the name +Uyistavrioi, Hypsistarioi. It was likely a name 

applied by others, either Christians concerned to separate the cult 

from their own, or Jews who similarly wanted to express the 

boundaries of their cult. Some hypsistos inscriptions were Jewish, and 

these will be discussed below. The designation toi:V tapeinoi:V from 

Gregory’s passage implies an attitude of humility among worshippers. 

This attitude is consistent with practices of public confession, devotion 

to the gods of justice and the abstract deities who manifested the 

powers of a superior, remote god. These practices are associated with 

pagan monotheism, as discussed in the previous chapter. 

From this short passage of Gregory, some characteristics of a cult are 

apparent in followers of Theos Hypsistos. Gregory at least, and no 

doubt others through his witness, knew of followers of Theos Hypsistos 

by ritual behaviour and religious attitude by the time of Gregory. They 

were distinct from both Judaism and mainstream paganism, even as 

they shared some practices. The existence of this cult indicates that 

assimilating processes were at work between these groups. 
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Two other patristic sources refer to followers of Theos Hypsistos.18 

Given the chronological dissimilarity of these two other sources with 

the epigraphical evidence it is sufficient here to make use of Gregory of 

Nazianzus alone. I acknowledge the danger in deductively 

reconstructing the cult through this literary evidence, which is why I 

base the weight of my conclusions on the epigraphical references which 

fit my two selection criteria.  

 

7.3 Zeus Hypsistos 

From the data referring to hypsistos there are a significant number of 

dedications to Zeus as most high.19 These references are almost 

certainly pagan dedications.20 Zeus has long been referred to as the 

highest god in traditional paganism.21 In this traditional context Zeus’ 

superiority is recognised within the Graeco-Roman pantheon. His 

position is in a henotheistic relationship with the other gods, where 

Zeus is highest among others. Zeus is son of the highest Titan Kronos. 

Zeus is king and father of the other Olympian gods. Although he is 

highest among the gods, within the Graeco-Roman pantheon he is still 

on the same level. He does not exist removed from the world in the way 

of Theos Hypsistos.22 In Asia Minor most of the references to Zeus 

Hypsistos are found in areas most culturally Hellenised.23 The city of 

Stratonikeia is an example.24 Most recently Macedonia has yielded 

archaeological and epigraphical finds related to Zeus Hypsistos.25 This 

                                            
18 Gregory of Nyssa Contra Eunomium 38, (Nyssa is also in Cappadocia); Epiphanios 

Panarion 80.1-2. Both sources cited in Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 92-97.  
19 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 167, cited above. 121 

out of 375 hypsistos references are to Zeus Hypsistos. 
20 See Collar, Religious Networks, Chapter Five on a different interpretation of Zeus 

and Theos Hypsistos and the relationship with Judaism. 
21 Nilsson, High God and the Mediator, 102-3. 
22 Although the title ‘Theos Hypsistos’ or just ‘Hypsistos’ could be used of Zeus. 

Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 128. 
23 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 100. 
24 See study on Stratonikeia in Chapter Six section 6.8. 
25 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 170-71. From his 2010 

catalogue seventeen out of nineteen new inscripitions from Macedonia are to Zeus 
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is not surprising, given the proximity of Mount Olympos to 

Macedonian territory. As Macedonia is beyond the geographical scope 

of this thesis I will not be considering these.  

As discussed in the last chapter, the figure of Zeus Hypsistos at 

Stratonikeia is very much more a known, named pagan god with a 

unified personality, even when he was understood as highest. The 

traditional correlation of Zeus as the celestial deity who hurled 

thunderbolts is preserved in a first century CE stele dedicated in 

Miletoupolis in Mysia: 

 TibevrioV KlauvdioV   Tiberios Klaudios 

 SuvntrofoV Dii;  Syntrophos to Zeus 

 uJyivstw/ kat= ejpita-  Hypsistos according to a command 

 gh;n ejk tw:<n> ijdiv-  set this up out of his own 

 wn ajnevqhken   means 

 brontaivw/26   to the thundering one 

This early imperial dedication is accompanied with an image of Zeus 

with the thunderbolt beside an altar, a herm and a female figure lying 

on the ground. It appears as a more prominent dedication than the 

simpler offerings to the abstract Theos Hypsistos suggested by the 

evidence discussed throughout this chapter. The epithet hypsistos 

applied to Zeus in these instances is a means of exaltation of a figure 

traditionally identified as ruler of the gods, rather than an indication 

of a remote, supreme god in the monotheistic sense which followers of 

Theos Hypsistos conceived.27  

                                            
Hypsistos, and from his 1999 catalogue twenty out of 26 inscriptions from Macedonia 

are to Zeus Hypsistos. 
26 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” catalogue no. 185 = I. Kyzikos 2.5. 
27 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 188 says that 

dedications to Zeus Hypsistos indicate a pagan background of followers of Theos 

Hypsistos. He suggests that background did not interfere with “core beliefs” about a 

highest god. I am unconvinced that followers in hypsistos cults formulated anything 

that could be described as “core beliefs.” I say this based on the study in Chapter Five 

on traditional pagan religion, in which the word ‘belief’ itself conflicts with the 

embeddedness of pagan religion within the cultural structures. See North, The 
Development of Religious Pluralism, 178. Despite the changes in the religious 

situation and the development of new cults and new ways of understanding god and 
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The epithet hypsistos as a designation other than to Zeus, occurred 

only rarely.28 The feminine form hypsistē is found with Astarte in a 

Roman relief.29 The broad scope of evidence I have surveyed as part of 

this study leads me to agree with Mitchell that there are limited 

examples of relational epithets of hypsistos to gods other than Zeus. 

This limitation cannot of course include the Jewish and Christian god, 

who is also known as hypsistos.30 

 

7.4 Cult associations of Theos Hypsistos 

Like other pagan cults, followers of Theos Hypsistos formed cult 

associations.31 Evidence of this may be seen in epigraphy and 

archaeological finds. There is a concentration of data of Theos 

Hypsistos cult associations from Tanais, which is in modern day 

Russia, at the extreme of the Roman Empire.32 Other evidence beyond 

Asia Minor exists, from Thessalonike, from Pydna in Macedonia, Pirot 

in Serbia, and from Egypt. Although these are outside of the 

geographical range of this study I mention them because evidence 

anywhere for cult associations of Theos Hypsistos builds a case for 

saying that followers of the highest god formed cults around this god, 

not just any god who happened to be called hypsistos. Associations did 

not form around the occasional designation of a god as hypsistos, but 

around a definite god. 

                                            
gods, the establishment of beliefs was not part of the pagan experience in the first 

three centuries. 
28 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 171-3. He notes his 

dissension to Nicole Belayche, “Hypsistos: une voie de l’exaltation des dieux dans le 

polythéisme gréco-romain,” Archiv fϋr Religionsgeschichte 7 (2005a): 40, who cites 

examples of Kybele, Serapis and Mithras as hypsistos.  
29 Mitchell cites IGUR 1.136. 
30 Mitchell’s study is here only concerned with pagan examples. 
31 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 177. 
32 Worshippers of Theos Hypsistos at Tanais have been identified as belonging to the 

suvnodoV (assembly, meeting) of qiasei:tai/qiasw:tai (member of a qivasoV, a band or 

company – association). For another view see Ustinova, “The thiasoi of Theos 

Hypsistos in Tanais,” 150-80. 
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It is reasonable to presume that if followers of Theos Hypsistos formed 

associations outside of Asia Minor that they also did so within Asia 

Minor. Association activity is evidence of cults.  

Mitchell suggests with Harland33 an interpretation of the word ajdelfoiv, 

brothers, might suggest a cult association of Theos Hypsistos at Sinope 

in Pontus.  

 qew:/ uJyivstw/ oiJ ajdelfoiv eujcavmenoi34  
the praying brothers (offer this) to Theos Hypsistos.  

Cult associations provided members opportunities other than worship 

alone.35 A well preserved example of a cult association for Zeus 

Hypsistos gives an indication of the breadth of activities association 

life provided. I suggest that associations of Theos Hypsistos were 

similar in function to those of Zeus Hypsistos.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
33 Harland, Associations, Synagogues and Congregations, 32. Mitchell, “Further 

thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 177 n. 47 qualifies that ajdelfoiv in this 

context might simply refer to four male siblings. 
34 G. Doublet, “Inscriptions de Paphlagonie,” BCH 13 (1889): 303-4 no.7.  
35 In Thessalonike an association of Theos Hypsistos worshippers met for meals 

(symposia) and provided funds for a colonnade on a building adjacent to a sanctuary 

of Theos Hypsistos. IG x.2, 69-70; Mitchell, “The cult of Theos Hypsistos,” catalogue 

nos. 55-8; Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” catalogue no. 

A28 = SEG 47 (1997) 963. 
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Figure 10: Monument depicting the activities of an association of Zeus Hypsistos 

from Panormos in Kyzikos. Picture source: M. Perdrizet, “Reliefs mysiens,” BCH 23 

(1899): figure IV, in Harland, Associations, Synagogues and Congregations, 56 

Figure 7. 

The text of the inscription reads:  

Dii; uJyivstw/ kai; tw:/ cw(rivw/) QavlloV =EpwvnumoV to;n telamw:na 
ajpevdwka36 
Thallos Eponymos set up the band (part of the pillar) to Zeus 

Hypsistos and to the village  

The dedication comes from Kyzikos in Mysia and is dated to the 

imperial period.37 The text is inscribed in an architrave of a 

monument. Underneath this is a relief with three gods. Zeus is in the 

centre holding a staff. Apollo and Artemis flank him. Each hold a 

libation cup. Under these in a less prominent place six figures are 

depicted reclining at a meal. In the lower panel, there are figures 

representing the entertainment offered the eating guests. These 

include a woman dancing, a man playing a Phrygian flute, another 

man playing a percussion instrument and a fourth man mixing wine 

                                            
36 GIBM IV.2 1007; Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” catalogue no. 182; Cook, 

Zeus vol. 2.2. 881 Plate xxxix; E. R. Goodenough, Jewish Symbols in the Greco-
Roman Period, Vol. 3 Figure 845 (New York: Pantheon, 1953-68). 
37 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 139. 
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for the meal.38 The scene combines the religious and social aspects of 

cult association activities. 

 

7.4.1 Cult personnel 

References to cult personnel as evidence of the presence of cults of 

Theos Hypsistos are adjunct to cult association activity. A certain 

Oulpios Karpos from Miletos in the mid second century CE is named 

prophet and priest of Theos Hypsistos. Oulpios Karpos was a member 

of the city council of Miletos, who is referred to in the Tübingen 

Theosophy as having consulted the oracle of Apollo at Didyma.39 Two 

dedications honour him, one from an association of gardeners, the 

other from a group of shellfish or razor fish drainers: 

 to;n iJereva tou: aJgiwtav-   the standing of the  
 tou (qeou: uJyiv)stou swth:roV  gardeners (honoured) 

Ou[lpion Kavrpon    the priest of the most 

holy 

 bouleuth;n oJ stativwn   saviour Theos Hypsistos  

 tw:n kata; povlin khpou-   Oulpios Karpos councillor 

 rw:n to;n i[dion eujergevth(n)   of the city according to 

        his good 

 uJpe;r th:V eJautw:n swthriv(aV)40  work on behalf of their 

        own salvation 

 
 Ou[lpion Kavrpon    the cause of the  

 to;n profhvthn tou:    razor fish drainers 

 aJgiwtavtou qeou:    (honoured) the prophet of  

       the 

 uJyivstou     most holy Theos 

        Hypsistos 

 oJ stovloV tw:n swlhno-   Oulpios Karpos 

 kentw:n to;n i[dion euj-   for his own good work 

                                            
38 Harland, Associations, Synagogues and Congregations, 56-7. 
39 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 108. 
40 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” catalogue no. 135; OGIS 755. 
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 ergevthn dia; pavntwn41   through all things 

These two inscriptions provide evidence of an official involved in the 

cult of Theos Hypsistos who was also an esteemed member of the city 

(bouleuthvV, councillor). Oulpios Karpos had a following himself because 

of his role as a priest, prophet and doer of good works (i[dioV eujergevthV). 

The dedicators of these inscriptions believed that being associated with 

Oulpios Karpos was a benefit to them. The connection of an important 

civic person with worship of Theos Hypsistos invests cults of the 

highest god with status. It indicates a high level of acculturation with 

the mainstream. In the same way, the Jewish community in Akmonia 

named the founding patron Julia Severa in an inscription marking 

repairs to the synagogue.42 The inclusion of Julia’s name gave the 

synagogue status in the city. Evidence of personnel functioning in 

cultic roles, such as Oulpios Karpos, provide further evidence of cults 

of a specific god, Theos Hypsistos.  

 

7.5 Features of the worship of Theos Hypsistos 

Some aspects of ritual devotion to Theos Hypsistos were like other 

cults. Recording devotions as inscriptions was one of the similarities. 

Honorary and votive inscriptions were especially prominent in the 

second and third centuries when the “epigraphic habit” was at its 

height.43 The conventional formulae of honour in Theos Hypsistos cults 

included words such as eujchvn, prayer, eujxavmenoV, having made a prayer, 

eujcaristw:n, giving thanks, ajnevqhke, set up.44 This indicates that 

prayers and thanksgivings were central to ritual.  

                                            
41 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” catalogue no. 136; OGIS 756. 
42 See Chapter Two. 
43 Term given by MacMullen, “The Epigraphic Habit in the Roman Empire,” who 

provides samples of data from papyri, ostraka and epitaphs in which the second and 

third centuries show a peak in activity not just in Asia Minor, but throughout the 

empire. 
44 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 174. 
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As shown in the literary passage of Gregory of Nazianzus discussed 

above, ritual worship of Theos Hypsistos included symbols of fire and 

torchlight: timw:si to; pu:r kai; ta; luvcna – they honour fire and lamps. 

This may also be seen in the Oinoanda oracle to be discussed in the 

next chapter, where the high god exists: ejn puri; naivwn – dwelling in 

fire. Lamps were a feature of worship which had a long tradition in 

Greek religion. In Greek temples night celebrations were brightly lit 

with lamps to honour the gods and to provide lighting for 

worshippers.45 In proximity to the Oinoanda inscription is a simple 

dedication to Theos Hypsistos with small cut ledges for worshippers to 

place lamps on.46 Lamps in the context of Theos Hypsistos worship 

were for ritual rather than functional use.47 This would particularly be 

the case in open air sanctuaries such as Oinoanda, where small oil 

lamps would unlikely provide sufficient light to conduct night worship 

ceremonies.  

An early inscription from Hierocaesareia in Lydia to Theos Hypsistos 

is another example affirming that worshippers offered lamps to the 

highest god: 

 TeimovqeoV Diagovrou    Teimotheos son of 

        Diagoras 

 LabrantivdhV kai; Movscion   Labrantides and 

        Moschion 

 Teimoqevou hJ gunh; aujtou:   the wife of Teimotheos 

 qew:i uJyivstwi eujch;n    made a prayer to Theos 

        Hypsistos 

 to;n bwmovn.     on the bomos/altar. 

 DiagovraV, TeimovqeoV, PuvqeoV,  Diagoras, Teimotheos, 

                                            
45 According to Iamblichos On the Mysteries 3.11, at Klaros ritual practices of the 

oracle of Apollo took place at night: e[n tisi taktai:V nuxwv – on certain prescribed 

nights.  
46 A. S. Hall, “The Klarian Oracle at Oenoanda,” ZPE 32 (1978): 265 from the second 

to third centuries CE: Crwmati;V qew:/ uJyivstw/ to;n luvcnon eujchvn – Chromatis offered a 

lamp prayer to Theos Hypsistos. This dedication is discussed in context in Chapter 

Eight alongside the theological oracle at Oinoanda. The importance of its location 

enabling worshippers to face the rising sun connects fire and light as cult symbols. 
47 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 176-7. 
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        Pythios, 

 oiJ Timoqevou tou: Diagovrou uiJoi;  the Labrantidian sons of 

        Timotheos 

 Labrantivdai ta;V lucnayivaV  son of Diagoras set up 

        lamplighting  

 +Uyivstwi ajnevqhkan48   to Hypsistos 

The connection of Theos Hypsistos with lamplight and fire locates the 

god in the upper air, near the sun. This association created a natural 

link between Theos Hypsistos and Helios, the sun god of the 

traditional pantheon, identified alongside Apollo. Helios worship, 

which rose to prominence in the third century CE in Asia Minor, 

included orientation toward the sun.49 

Worship practices that were orientated toward the sun give some 

insight into the places where worship of Theos Hypsistos happened. 

Open air sanctuaries were likely.50 In the open, worshippers would be 

free to face the sun and upper sky. The physical location of the 

theological oracle at Oinoanda, which lies in the context of worship of 

Theos Hypsistos, was in the open air on a high wall above the city. The 

geographical significance for Theos Hypsistos worship forms part of 

the discussion of the following chapter.  

There were no specific temples found for Theos Hypsistos, although the 

god was present and honoured where other gods were worshipped.51 

This suggests that a physical space was not necessary for worship.52 

When worship did happen in interior spaces, these were modest. 

Ustinova notes cellars of houses in Tanais as cult places for Theos 

                                            
48 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” catalogue no. 169; TAM 5.2 1400. The 

inscription is dated approximately to the first or second centuries CE. 
49 As did the ritual prescribed in the Oinoanda oracle. 
50 Collar, Religious Networks, 224 referring to, “a forgotten, disused, open-air space 

in first-second century AD Athens, women and men of apparently humble means 

were gathering to give thanks to an abstract, apparently largely aniconic deity they 

knew as ‘the highest god.’” 
51 See section below on Theos Hypsistos in relationship to other gods. 
52 Collar, Religious Networks, 269. 
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Hypsistos worship.53 Mitchell identifies a probable worship space of 

Theos Hypsistos in an apse of a room in a house in Melli in Pisidia.54  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11: Plan of the house at Melli. The sanctuary of Theos Hypsistos proposed by 

Mitchell is the apse on the left. Plan drawn by R. Ezra Erb and Yaprak Özkönϋ, in 

Mitchell, “Melli,” 154 Fig. 15. 

The proposed sanctuary lay in an apse at the west end of the upper 

storey of the house. The room was found without the decorations of 

mosaics and statues typical of a Graeco-Roman reception room in a 

wealthy house.55 The plain features of the whole house are dissimilar 

to the other houses found in Melli, which Mitchell says supports his 

proposition that the apsed room was a worship space for Theos 

Hypsistos.  

“The shape, size and modest dimensions of the cult room, as well as its 

location away from the central areas of civic cult, certainly do not 

suggest that it was designed for worshippers of a pagan civic 

pantheon. I would tentatively conclude that this was not a pagan 

temple for the traditional gods, but a sanctuary which was originally 

                                            
53 Ustinova, “Thiasoi of Theos Hypsistos,” 179. 
54 Stephen Mitchell, “Inscriptions from Melli (Kocaaliler) in Pisidia,” EA 53 (2003): 

155: “I would tentatively conclude that this was not a pagan temple for the 

traditional gods, but a sanctuary which was originally designed for monotheistic 

purposes, probably the worship of theos hypsistos, the highest god.” 
55 Mitchell, “Melli,” 153. 
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designed for monotheistic purposes, probably the worship of theos 

hypsistos, the highest god.”56 

An inscription addressed, qeoi:V kai; qeai:V,57 to all the male and female 

gods, was found in the house. Mitchell suggests the inscription is an 

interpretation of the Oinoanda oracle. The Melli inscription will be 

further discussed in Chapter Nine.  

Animal sacrifice was not practised in the worship of Theos Hypsistos.58 

Neither was there visual representation of the highest god.59 Similarly 

dedications to the theion and angeloi show no visual representation.60  

Lack of images of Theos Hypsistos has presented challenges to 

interpreting the cults, and contributes to why the cult is identified 

with Judaism, or a with religious practices resembling Judaism, as 

Gregory relates in the passage above. Collar suggests that 

identification of the cult with Judaism is shown in the increased 

epigraphic evidence in the second and third centuries,61 and that this 

increase in visibility coincided with the removal of the fiscus Judaicus 

which permitted non-Jewish followers of Judaism, such as ‘god-fearers’ 

                                            
5656 Mitchell, “Melli,” 155. 
57 Mitchell, “Melli,” 151 no.13. 
58 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 108; “Further thoughts on the cult of 

Theos Hypsistos,” 174 n. 35 refers to the presence of “bucrania” (LS bouvkranoV = 

bouvpw/roV, with the face of an ox). The “bucrania” are a generic decorative design on 

inscriptions, which Mitchell says do not amount to practice of animal sacrifice. 

Catalogue A1 = IG II.2. 4056; SEG 50 (2000) 201 from Athens, first or second century 

CE: [-? uJy)ivstw/ uJpe;r ZwpuvraV | (kai; =Anq)esthvriou – To Hypsistos on behalf of 

Zōpuras and Anthesterion. Mitchell qualifies that this inscription may be a 

dedication to Zeus Hypsistos rather than Theos Hypsistos. Two other examples exist, 

one from Macedonia and one from Thessaly. 
59 Collar, Religious Networks, 224 referring to the “aniconic deity” Theos Hypsistos. 

See n. 50 above. However, Collar, 255 also says the image of the eagle was associated 

with cults of both Theos and Zeus Hypsistos. Ustinova, “Thiasoi of Theos Hypsistos,” 

155-57 on the other hand, regards a dedication on a slab from Tanais in recognition 

of the festival, the ‘Day of Tanais,’ by members of an association of Theos Hypsistos 

as displaying an image of Theos Hypsistos – well enough known in the city that the 

god’s exact name is not mentioned in the inscription. The figure depicts a long-haired 

mounted rider wearing trousers, coat, cloak and beard, carrying a staff. An altar with 

fire is present before the rider. CIRB 1259 dated to 104 CE. 
60 Although sometimes the theion represented another god, such as Mēn in Lydia and 

Phrygia. See Chapter Six. 
61 In addition to the “epigraphic habit,” mentioned above. 
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to practice their religion.62 The argument presented here does not limit 

followers of Theos Hypsistos to Jewish practices, but considers the 

emergence of independent pagan monotheistic traditions alongside 

Judaism. 

Theos Hypsistos, the theion and angeloi, which I suggest throughout 

this study are indicators of pagan monotheism, were not 

anthropomorphically conceived deities in the tradition of pagan 

imaging.63 Lack of animal sacrifice and lack of visual representation of 

the god distinguish cults of Theos Hypsistos from other pagan gods.64 

Other activities, such as cult association activity, practice of prayer, 

lamp lighting, and orientation toward the sun are not unique to Theos 

Hypsistos worship.  

Together the evidence of lamp lighting, prayer, orientation toward the 

sun and upper air, cult association activity and cult personnel, lack of 

visual imagery, lack of animal sacrifice, contribute to the appearance 

and practices of cult worship of Theos Hypsistos. These things are set 

within the cultural context of the monotheistic-type practices already 

described: devotion to the theion, angeloi, divine justice and public 

confession, with a corresponding overall attitude of the humility of 

human beings before the unknown divine typical of monotheism. The 

cult practices directed toward Theos Hypsistos were also set within the 

philosophically constructed universe where a supreme divinity exists 

remote from the created world.  

There is no evidence of initiation processes into cults of Theos 

Hypsistos.  

                                            
62 Collar, Religious Networks, 255-56, and throughout Chapters Four and Five. 

However, at 257-58, she does qualify that the connection of Theos Hypsistos to 

Judaism does not apply to all the evidence all the time. 
63 Images of eagles have been found on dedications to Zeus Hypsistos, especially in 

Macedonia and Thrace. These are not to be considered alongside the Theos Hypsistos 

data, as discussed above. 
64 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 108. 
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Based on the above analysis, there is sufficient data to attest to the 

presence of cults of Theos Hypsistos and followers of the god. Within 

cults there was activity which correlates to other pagan cults. There 

were likely places of worship, even though these were small. There 

were associations and there were cult personnel. It is difficult from the 

evidence to work out how well-known cults of Theos Hypsistos were. 

There is nonetheless sufficient evidence to suggest that there was a 

cult following of Theos Hypsistos as a distinct god of pagan 

monotheism in Asia Minor and beyond.65 

 

7.5.1 Types of dedication to Theos Hypsistos 

Worshippers of Theos Hypsistos were not always concerned to be 

recognised in their dedications. Some inscriptions without the name of 

the dedicator reflect a tendency towards anonymity.66 This may 

indicate a private, more personalised relationship with the god was 

sought. An attitude of anonymity in dedications fits with the rising 

trajectory of individuals seeking god. I have identified the role of 

individuals as contributing to the changed religious environment.  

Monuments honouring Theos Hypsistos were mostly modest. They 

included votive dedications, simple altars, basic texts. This stands in 

contrast to many other pagan cults in which the offering of grand 

monuments in a highly competitive environment became marks of 

status. An example of a modest anonymous dedication from Aspendos 

in Pamphylia is typical of the Theos Hypsistos evidence:  

 qew:/ ajyeu(dei: kai;)  a prayer to a god truthful 

 ajceiropoihvtw/   and not made by hand. 

 eujchvn.67 

                                            
65 Collar, Religious Networks, 269 proposes that there was “a unified cult of the 

Highest God,” here and throughout the chapter. 
66 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 175. 
67 SEG 38 (1988) 1335. 
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The inscription was found on a small cylindrical altar.68 The 

descriptors ajyeudovV and ajceiropoihvtoV are also found in late oracular 

texts. This might provide a link between Theos Hypsistos cults and the 

theological statements issued by some of the oracle centres in Asia 

Minor. I explore the highest god in the context of theological oracles in 

Chapters Eight and Nine. Use of ajceiropoihvtoV, not made by hand, 

unmade, is an indication that followers conceived of this god in a way 

that fits with a Greek philosophical interpretation of the universe.69 In 

this view the supreme, creating god exists beyond the realm of human 

beings. The god itself is not created. The word ajceiropoihvtoV, not made 

by hand, points to a god who does not exist in relationship to other 

gods, who is thus u{yistoV, highest. 

Another example of an individual dedication of the simpler type, this 

time recording the name of the dedicator, dated the second century CE 

from Dorylaion in Phrygia reads: 

 Nei:loV    Neilos 

 Dhmos-   son of Demosthenes 

 qevnou  
 (q)ew:/ uJyiv(s)tw/ eujc-  a prayer to Theos Hypsistos 

 hvn70 

The text appears on a small limestone altar with an ear of corn and 

acroteria in the pediment. The corn and acroteria are common pagan 

symbols which would likely be found in the context of many other 

cults. It is the dedication itself which identifies it as belonging to the 

Theos Hypsistos corpus, not specific accompanying symbols such as 

might happen in another cult dedication.71 Use of common symbols in 

epigraphy across different cults was a typical practice discussed in the 

                                            
68 Mitchell, “Further Thoughts on the Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 176 claims that the 

scale of this example was typical of hypsistos dedications. 
69 As set out in Chapter Six. 
70 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” catalogue no. A54; 

SEG 44 (1994) 1058; M. Ricl, ZA 44 (1994): 169 no. 25. 
71 For example, the lunar crescent would indicate a dedication to Mēn. A menorah 

would indicate a dedication to the Jewish god. 
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assimilation of Jews in Akmonia. They represent a generic type of 

stone carving on altars used in multiple contexts.  

In Akmonia, examples of Jewish sarcophagi in a pagan style and 

displaying pagan symbols give evidence of acculturating practices. 

Sharing certain things, such as burial ornamentation, between 

cultural groups did not compromise the identity and core distinction of 

a minority group. Instead they reflect degrees of acculturation. In the 

Theos Hypsistos inscription above, the corn and acroteria acted as 

simple symbols. The corn at least indicated a religious dedication, 

probably a fertility symbol, but without aligning the dedicator to any 

one god. It is only the text that provides distinction.  

In a time when writing on stone and setting up monuments was a 

means of promoting one’s achievements and status, it is worthwhile 

asking why dedications in cults of Theos Hypsistos were generally 

small, no matter the status of the person offering it. Cult members 

could come from any social position, yet they tended not to worship 

extravagantly, or advertise their involvement with the cult. Roman 

citizens featured in inscriptions, although generally their monuments 

were similarly modest.72 Possible explanations may include that Theos 

Hypsistos was not officially recognised as part of the pantheon of the 

gods of the cities across the Roman Empire. Aligning oneself to any 

cults of the highest god would therefore have little public benefit. If 

there was little public benefit to being associated with Theos 

Hypsistos, it makes it more likely that the associations of gardeners 

and razor fish drainers referred to above included a prominent citizen’s 

name in their dedications to improve the status of the cult.  

From the general modesty observed of dedications however, it seems 

that personal relationship with the god was more important to 

followers than public status. The desire for personal relationship with 

                                            
72 Mitchell, “Further thoughts in the cult of Theos Hypsistos, 179. 
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a god was part of the trend towards individualism in the first three 

imperial centuries.  

The lack of conformity to regular pagan cults, particularly in relation 

to blood sacrifice, likely contributed to Theos Hypsistos cults being 

unrecognised in the traditional pantheon. The absence of visual 

representations of Theos Hypsistos was also different from how other 

pagan gods were identified. This would limit the possibilities for 

monumental recognition. It may simply be that cult numbers were 

small and in a competitive public religious environment advertising 

one’s involvement with Theos Hypsistos did little to contribute to 

personal or familial status. 

Another possible reason for the comparative smallness of dedications 

to Theos Hypsistos is that as worshippers attempted to conceive of a 

highest god they became aware of their humble position in such a 

relationship and responded with appropriate humility and awe.73 I 

have said above that awe and humility before god and gods was not a 

new thing, but had been part of the story of divine-human 

relationships for ages past. However, I identify in the study of the new 

religious situation and new types of cults present in this situation that 

the attributes of awe and humility were part of the transition to 

monotheism. Awe and humility are evident in the confession practices, 

in the devotion to the angeloi and the theion. They are also a feature of 

the divine-human relationship in Judaism and Christianity. 

I would suggest that it was not an intentional act of worshippers to 

produce a small dedication, seemingly insignificant in the highly 

competitive cultic environment of Asia Minor in the imperial era. 

Rather, modest dedications were by-products of the type of relationship 

between Theos Hypsistos and human beings, no specific emphasis 

                                            
73 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 179 reflects on the 

idea of humility before a highest divinity. 
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intended. It was not necessary to offer the highest god bigger and 

better, or more expensive honours, because worshippers conceived this 

god as greatest, and greatest alone. As shown in the Oinoanda oracle 

and in other examples of attitude toward god expressed through 

philosophical ideas, this god was removed entirely from the human 

world. 

A more regular style of pagan dedication is found in a limited number 

of Theos Hypsistos inscriptions. These record larger offerings. A late 

example comes from Kotiaeion in Phrygia from a family who dedicated 

columns and a propylon to a sanctuary: 

 e[touV tfg΄     in the year 308-9 
 Aujr. =Alevxan-    Aurelios Alexandros  

 droV Timo-     son of Timotheos 

qevou kai; hJ     

 suvnbioV auj-     and his wife 

 tou: Aujr. =Ammi-    Aurelia Ammia 

 a eujxavmenoi     praying to   

 qew:/ uJyivstw/     Theos Hypsistos 

 eujch;n su;n     made a prayer with 

 toi:V tevknoiV     their children 

 aujtw:n =Atti-     Attikos 

 ko;V ke; =Artevmwn    and Artemon 

 ke; TimovqeoV ke; =Alev-   and Timotheos and 

 xandroV ke; Plavtwn    Alexandros and Platon 

 ajnevsthsan tou;V kivonaV su;n tw:/ pro- set up the small pillars 

        together 

 puvlw/74     with the gateway 

       (propylon) 

     

The short lines of the text indicate it is likely inscribed on one of the 

pillars itself. Whilst it is an unusual dedication in the Theos Hypsistos 

corpus due to its prominent position at the gateway to the temple, and 

obvious cost, it does show that family groups were part of the worship 

                                            
74 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” catalogue no. 215; Drew Bear and Naour, 

ANRW 2.18.3 2041-3 no. 6; SEG 40 (1990) 1251. From the year 308-9 CE. 
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of Theos Hypsistos. Although dedications to Theos Hypsistos might be 

oriented toward an individual’s search for relationship with god, texts 

such as this suggest the cult was also within the circumference of 

mainstream paganism. In this context family groups and cult worship 

went together. 

A small minority of dedications included prayers for rulers.75 From the 

city of Amastris in Paphlagonia has been found an early (45 CE) 

dedication which was physically situated opposite a large monumental 

dedication to the emperor Claudius: 

 qew:i uJyivstwi   to Theos Hypsistos 

 ejphkov(w)i  }Hl(ioV)  Helios having given an ear to (the god) 

 euj(xavmenoV)76   made a prayer 

 -- 

This short rock cut inscription was carved on a base supporting a 

column. On top of the column is an eagle.77 It is set alongside another 

inscription for the imperial peace honouring Claudius by the prefect 

Gaius Iulius Aquila. The significance of such an early imperial text in 

Asia Minor, even if set up in an uncharacteristically prominent 

position, is that it either preceded or was concurrent with the early 

Christian movement in that area. It means that the highest god cult 

which grew out of the religious situation I have been describing was 

part of the same environment as the new ekklesia was emerging into. 

It means that highest god cults were not just a response to a Christian 

                                            
75 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 177. These two early 

texts are dated to the first part of the first century from Thrace, for the benefit of the 

royal family. The first is to Zeus Hypsistos, Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 

catalogue no. 60; SEG 38 (1987), 597 no. 3, from 36-8 CE. The second is to Theos 

Hypsistos, Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” catalogue no. 68; IGR 1.777 from 

25 CE: qew:i aJgivwi uJyivstwi | uJpe;r th:V +Roimh|tavlkou kai; Puqo|dwvridoV ejk tw:n ka|ta; 
to;n  Koila(l)htiko;n | povlemon kinduvnou | swthrivaV eujxavmenoV | kai; ejpitucw;n GavioV | 

=IouvlioV Provk(l)oV cari|st(hvri)on – Gaius Julius Proklos prayed thanksgiving to the 

holy Theos Hypsistos for salvation from danger from anyone throughout the 
Koilaletikos battle on behalf of Roimetalkos and Pythodoridi. 
76 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” catalogue no. 195. 
77 Whilst the eagle has been noted as a symbol used in some dedications to Zeus 

Hypsistos, in this instance it is likely to reflect the status of Claudius as emperor of 

Rome, to which the dedication opposite the text is offered. 
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or Jewish precedent in that part of the world.78 Examples such as this 

indicate that pagan cults of Theos Hypsistos arose alongside Jewish 

and Christian influence as distinct cultic expressions. Shared religious 

and theological views found currency within a cultural environment in 

which monotheistic cultic expressions developed. 

 

7.6 Theos Hypsistos in relationship to other pagan gods 

Sometimes Theos Hypsistos is found in relationship to other deities 

(not just as the name of a god with hypsistos as a qualifying epithet, as 

discussed above). An example of a stele from Saittai in Lydia with a 

relief of the indigenous Thea Larmēnē was dedicated to Theos 

Hypsistos and a megav qei:on, mega theion, the great divinity. 

qew:/ uJyivstw/ kai; meg(av)lw/ qeivw/ ejpifanei: Dhmw; qugavthr Turavnnou 
qea;n Larmhnh;n ajnevsthsen79 

Dema daughter of Tyrannos presenting herself to Theos 

Hypsistos and the Great Divinity set up (this statue of) Thea 

Larmēnē 

This interesting dedication combines a devotion to Theos Hypsistos 

with another abstraction, the mega theion, within the context of a 

female indigenous deity. Thea Larmēnē was a local mother cult. In this 

instance, the great mother deity in a local context was invested with 

the abstract title qeav, god. A focus of honouring female gods continued 

in Oinoanda where Artemis and Leto were found in votive texts 

alongside Theos Hypsistos. The site was in a worship place of Theos 

                                            
78 Early, pre-common era references to Theos Hypsistos may be seen from outside of 

Asia. They might better be described as examples of henotheistic exaltation, as has 

been previously described.  
79 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 180. Mitchell, “The 

Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” catalogue no. 172 = TAM V.1 186 from the third century 

CE. 
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Hypsistos near to where the theological oracle to be discussed in the 

next chapter was found.80  

From Nysa in Lykia in the second century CE comes an unusual text 

associating Theos Hypsistos with a mountain mother god and all the 

gods, female and male: 

 (--Di)onuvsioV Dio-   Dionysios [son of Dionysios?] 

 (-) DiogevnouV Lu-   Diogenes of Lykia 

 (-h)V qew:/ uJyivs-    to Theos Hypsistos 

 (tw/ kai; Mhtr)i; =Oreiva/ kai; Ke  and the Mountain Mother  

 (--) kai; qeoi:V pa:si    according to a command81to all 

       the gods, 

 (kai; qeai:V) pavsaiV caris-  male and female 

 (t)hvrion.82    a thank offering. 

Whilst this inscription is broken and requires some flexibility in 

reconstruction due to its condition, it is possible to interpret it as 

referring to a pantheon of which the deity named Theos Hypsistos was 

a part. Interpreting Theos Hypsistos as a member of a pantheon of 

gods supports Belyache’s position that the title Theos Hypsistos could 

refer to any god, depending on the circumstances for the worshipper.83 

Accordingly, the occurrence of Theos Hypsistos known as one god 

                                            
80 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 180-81, catalogue no. 

A59, with reference to Nicholas Milner’s 2008 report on Oinoanda. The connection 

here between Theos Hypsistos and these two female gods is according to Mitchell, 

182, due to the long-standing tradition of worshipping powerful female gods in 

Anatolia, and that acknowledging the female divinity within the highest god cult was 

“readily intelligible.” For evidence of the Anatolian Leto at Oinoanda, see A. S. Hall, 

“A Sanctuary of Leto at Oenoanda,” AS 27 (1977): 193-7. 
81 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cults of Theos Hypsistos,” 182 suggests a 

reconstruction of the kai; Ke... of lines 2-3 as ka(ta;) kevl(eusin) according to a 

command, which is a formula drawn from confessional practices. I accept this 

reconstruction as likely. This is a revision from his earlier setting out of the text in 

his 1999 study in which he made the textual interpretation given here without 

drawing the reader’s attention to the poor state of the stone. 
82 TAM II.3.737; Mitchell, “The cult of Theos Hypsistos,” catalogue no. 232. 
83 Belayche, “Hypsistos: une voie;” and challenging ideas of one particular god being 

high over others within what she understands as a solely polytheistic religious 

environment, see Belayche, “Angeloi.” See also Ustinova, “Thiasoi of Theos 

Hypsistos,” 165, who denies there was ever a single cult of Theos Hypsistos, but that 

the phenomenon was local, applied to local gods who were elevated to a status of 

highest. 
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within a pantheon must take its place in analysis of the evidence.84 In 

some circumstances, it is correct to see that Theos Hypsistos appeared 

as one among many, particularly when hypsistos was applied to a 

divinity in context of others, such as the dedication above.  

In support of Theos Hypsistos being a name given to honour another 

pagan god is an inscription from Amastris in Paphlagonia.: 

 qew:/ uJyivstw/       To Theos 

         Hypsistos 

 ojmfh:/ ajker –      at the voice of the 

 sekovmou bw: –     long-haired god the 

 mon qeou: uJyivs –      altar (has been set 

         up) to 

 toio, o}V kata; pavntwn e[sti kai; ouj blevpe –  the highest, who is 

         over 

 tai, eijsorava/ de;     everything and is 

         not seen, 

 deivmaq= o[pwV      who sees that he 

         wards 

 ajpalavlkhtai      off the terrible 

 brotoloigev –       plagues of 

 a qnhtw:n85      mortals. 

One interpretation of this text would be that Apollo is the highest 

god.86 One of Apollo’s features is being long-haired.87 Whilst this 

description of Apollo is found in literature, it is less common in 

epigraphy.88 Apollo’s unifying characteristics include being an averter 

                                            
84 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 181, referring to only 

ten out of 250 texts does not think Theos Hypsistos belonged to a pantheon, based on 

the limited number of dedications in which Theos Hypsistos is mentioned in 

association with other gods. Also 183, concluding: “Although accommodation with 

other beliefs and practices was not excluded, the whole evidence does not suggest 

that Theos Hypsistos, whether we understand the cult as unified or disaggregated, 

was normally conceived as being integrated into the wider pantheon of deities.”  
85 SEG 50 (2000) 1225; Christian Marek, “Der Höchste, Beste, Größte, Allmächtige 

Gott: Inschriften aus Nordkleinasien,” EA 32 (2000): 135-7. 
86 Marek, “Der Höchste, Beste, Größte, Allmächtige Gott,” 135 and n. 24. 
87 Iliad 20.39 – ajkersekovmhV, long-haired, is applied as an epithet to Phoibos. Cook, 

Zeus, 500 say Phoibos was the original name of Apollo. 
88 Marek, “Der Höchste, Beste, Größte, Allmächtige Gott,” 135-36. 
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of sickness and plague and delivering prophecy.89 Another 

interpretation is that the inscription was set up to Theos Hypsistos by 

the instruction of the oracular Apollo.90 In either interpretation, a 

pantheon is implicit. 

Another dedication from the second to third centuries CE to Theos 

Hypsistos occurs alongside Mēn Ouranios, from Andeda in Pisidia: 

 KovintoV Noumevri-   Kointos Noumerios 

 oV iJereu;V    priest 

 Mhno;V O(uj)ranivou ka-  of Mēn Ouranios 

 ta; crhma-    according to an oracular 

 tismo;n ajnev-    response set (this) 

 qhke qew/:    up to Theos 

 uJyivstw/91    Hypsistos 

The indigenous Anatolian god Mēn was frequently found in the context 

of divine justice and the confessional practices of Lydia and Phrygia. It 

is not surprising to find references to Theos Hypsistos alongside 

these92 given the monotheistic attitudes expressed in many texts 

associated with confession, justice and vengeance naming Mēn.93 

Belayche thinks this inscription naming Theos Hypsisos qualifies Mēn 

at Andeda and is evidence that Theos Hypsistos is being used as an 

acclamation of superiority within one context, and not in a 

monotheistic sense.94  

I suggest that in this text it is unlikely that Mēn is being referred to as 

the highest god. As discussed previously, Mēn’s role in pagan 

monotheistic-type activities can convey the dunavmeiV, the powers, of a 

                                            
89 See Chapter Eight on the discussion of the various functions of Apollo.  
90 Marek, “Der Höchste, Beste, Größte, Allmächtige Gott,” 136. 
91 G. Bean, AS 10 (1960): 65 no. 115; CMRDM, 1.129. 
92 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 181, 184 affirms this. 
93 See Chapter Five section 6.6 on divine justice and the role of indigenous gods. 
94 Belayche, “Deus deum,” 163-4. 
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highest god in a mediatorial way.95 I have not come across any definite 

reference to Mēn as the superior god, as Theos Hypsistos. The fact that 

the response is kata; crhmatismo;n, according to an oracular response, in 

the context of Mēn, more likely places this text within the environment 

of confessional response.  

An inscription from Philadelphia in Lydia from the second century CE 

connects Theos Hypsistos with the indigenous divinities associated 

with justice, Hosios and Dikaios: 

 Qew:/ +Osivw/ kai; Dikaivw/  to the god Hosios and Dikaios 

 Meltivnh eujxamevnh uJp –   Meltine made a prayer 

 e;r Glauvkou tou: sunbivou  on behalf of Glaukon her 

       husband 

 eujcaristou:sa ajpevdwka  having given thanks she 

       rendered 

 th;n eujchvn. e[touV tkz΄  the prayer. In the year tkz  
 mhno;V Xandivkou h΄96   in the month Xandikos. 

This inscription reveals the connection with Theos Hypsistos in a 

mistake evident in which the stonecutter began to carve the letters 

UYIS under OSIW. That person must have intended to write uJyivstw/, 

perhaps out of custom in this instance.97  

In addition to other named gods such as these mentioned above, Theos 

Hypsistos was found alongside abstractly named entities. These 

included angeloi, the theion and the combinations discussed in the 

previous chapter from Stratonikeia in Karia. These, in addition to the 

figures representing divine justice, affirm Theos Hypsistos was found 

in the context of the indigenous gods of Anatolia.98 As will be discussed 

                                            
95 The example from Ricl, “Hosios kai Dikaios. Premiere Parte,” 13-14 no. 25 Face B, 

referred to in Chapter Six section 6.6 is an example of Mēn in the company of other 

gods in a role where he conveys the power of a superior divinity. 
96 TAM V.33 1637; Malay, I.Manisa Museum, 181; Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the 

cult of Theos Hypsistos,” catalogue no. A48. 
97 Belayche, “Deus deum,” 153 n. 77 on the confusion of the ‘lapicide,’ and referring to 

others. 
98 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 102. 
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below, there were connections between the pagan cult of Theos 

Hypsistos and Judaism, through assimilating edges. The situation of 

Theos Hypsistos in the context of indigenous rural gods and with 

Judaism, places followers of Theos Hypsistos among minority groups. 

Followers were to be found in city and country alike,99 with public and 

private cult practices and places. 

 

7.7 The assimilation of Theos Hypsistos between pagans and Jews 

Worship of a highest god was not only a feature of pagan monotheism. 

Christians infrequently named god as u{yistoV, placing the term in the 

margins of Christian tradition.100 Seven of the nine references in the 

New Testament are from Luke-Acts.101 The first three references from 

Luke occur in the first chapter, at the foretelling of the birth of Jesus. 

They are used in a liturgical context. From chapter six of Luke, Jesus 

uses the term hypsistos in his teaching on right behaviour, 

encouraging his followers to aim to be uiJoi; uJyivstou. In chapter eight 

the Gerasene demoniac compares Jesus to the highest god. The same 

episode is reported in Mark chapter five. The Hebrews reference 

connects the priest Melchisedek with his highest god. This verse is 

directly related to Genesis 14.18-20. The reference is to the Jewish god. 

From Acts chapter seven Stephen reporting on the salvation history of 

the Jewish people, which the Christians inherited, says that the 

highest god does not dwell in human made habitats, such as the 

temple Solomon made. And from chapter sixteen of Acts a slave girl 

with a pneu:ma puvqwna, a spirit of divination, identifies Paul and his 

companions as slaves of the highest god. Of all the references to god in 

                                            
99 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 125-6. 
100 Theological Dictionary of the New Testament Vol. 8, 619-20: “u{yistoV does not 

correspond to the NT revelation of God no matter whether it be understood as a 

solemn liturgico-hymnal expression of sublimity, a religious philosophico-theological 

term to denote transcendence, or a traiditional proper name for God.” 
101 Luke 1.32, 35, 76, 6.35, 8.28; Acts 7.48, 16.17; Mark 5.7; Heb 7.1. 
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the New Testament, the name of hypsistos is comparatively rare. This 

may be because, as Trebilco says, as pagan use of hypsistos increased, 

Jewish use declined.102  

Jews worshipped their god as Theos Hypsistos. In Asia Minor, 

evidence of this is found in epigraphical references which reflect 

Jewish iconography or distinct Jewish practices. The use of Theos 

Hypsistos as a literary term in the Septuagint and Jewish writings of 

the Hellenistic and imperial period confirm this. This evidence is 

discussed below. 

Judaism potentially influenced the appropriation of the title Theos 

Hypsistos to a pagan god. It suggests that assimilating processes were 

at work through pagan and Jewish cultural groups. To what degree 

pagans and Jews considered ‘their’ Theos Hypsistos to be the same as 

each other’s is difficult to ascertain. It is here that study of the 

phenomenon of the qeosebei:V, ‘god-worshippers,’ to be discussed is 

helpful. Scholarship and commentary since the patristic era which has 

focussed on a perceived pathway toward the dominance of Christianity 

has exacerbated the lack of clarity in this area. In this process, the 

distinctiveness of both Judaism and monotheistic paganism has been 

marginalised. 

The designation Theos Hypsistos to the Jewish god features 

prominently in the Septuagint103 and in Jewish literature written in 

the Greek language in the late Hellenistic and imperial periods.104 The 

word u{yistoV always refers to the Jewish god Yahweh in these 

writings.105 Hypsistos therefore did belong to Jewish tradition, even if 

                                            
102 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 143-4. 
103 Over 110 times in the Septuagint, mostly in Psalms. Trebilco, Jewish 
Communities in Asia Minor, 129. 
104 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 186; Trebilco, Jewish 
Communities in Asia Minor, 127. 
105 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 129 – the most common usage is oJ 
u{yistoV followed by oJ qeo;V oJ u{yistoV, where the article, and the repetition of the 

article is used to emphasise the name. 
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not exclusively. I have not been able to find any discussion about 

whether the Jewish use of Theos Hypsistos was influenced by pagans. 

It seems unlikely, given that Theos Hypsistos was already a term of 

exaltation known in the Jewish scriptures, and that this predated 

pagan use of the term.  

Judaism in Asia Minor in the centuries here discussed was diverse in 

expression and exhibited acculturating and integrative practices with 

the dominant Hellenistic culture. As said previously, as pagan use of 

the term increased, Jewish use decreased, to avoid confusion of the 

Jewish god with pagan gods.106  

There are several inscriptions naming Theos Hypsistos which have 

been identified as Jewish. These come from Gorgippia, Pantikapaion, 

Akmonia, Sibidunda, Negev, Alexandria and Athribis.107 A further 

group are associated with Jews through the provenance of the 

inscription within a known Jewish community.108 There is only one of 

this group from Asia Minor, and Mitchell’s assignation as Jewish is not 

universally accepted.109 

It is not always clear whether a dedication to Theos Hypsistos refers to 

a pagan god or to the Jewish god. Trebilco, being aware the frequency 

of the term hypsistos in pagan context, looks closely for other 

identifying cultural signs in a Theos Hypsistos inscription to determine 

if it is Jewish.110 Any reference to Zeus would rule out a hypsistos 

                                            
106 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 143-44. 
107 Mitchell, “The cult of Theos Hypsistos,” catalogue nos. 84-8, 207, 230, 281-82, 285 

= IJO I, BS 20-22, 27; IJO I BS 4; IJO 176; IJO 215. 
108 From Delos, Rheneia, Akmonia, Leontopolis, Egypt: Mitchell, “The cult of Theos 

Hypsistos,” catalogue nos. 106-110, 206, 288; Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult 

of Theos Hypsistos,” catalogue A76. 
109 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsitos,” 186 n. 75 referring to 

“The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” catalogue no. 206 from Akmonia = SEG 26/7 (1976/7) 

1355 from the second to third centuries CE. Not accepted by Ameling in IJO. See 

comment in IJO 176. Apart from the fact that a Jewish community was at Akmonia, 

there is little else to associate it with a Jewish use of Theos Hypsistos:  jEbivkhtoV | 

ejp(uhse)n qew:/ | uJyivstw/  | eujchvn – Ebiktetos made a prayer to Theos Hypsistos. 
110 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 133. 
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dedication as being Jewish. As discussed in the assimilation of Jews in 

Akmonia, images associated with a dedication are not always helpful 

in assigning provenance. As Jewish groups in the period discussed 

here did not have their own distinctive decorative styles,111 pagan 

iconography cannot be used to determine if an inscription is Jewish. 

It may be impossible to determine from which cultural group the 

dedication belongs. Up to 178 inscriptions naming Theos Hypsistos 

cannot be identified as either pagan or Jewish, or influenced by 

Judaism.112 This implies that religious language from different 

cultural groups converged around ideas of a highest god, that there 

was shared vocabulary evident in the texts. I propose that assimilation 

occurred between Jews and pagans in the use of religious vocabulary 

concerning one god. 

An example of an inscription which can be confidently categorised as 

Jewish comes from Akmonia in Phrygia.113 As set out in Chapter Two, 

this inscription is classed as Jewish through reference to the ajravV 

drevpanon, the sickle curse.114 

Certain words which had currency in Jewish writing can help identify 

a Theos Hypsistos inscription as Jewish. The word katafughv, refuge, 

used of god in the context of Theos Hypsistos is also found in the 

Septuagint115 and not in pagan texts.116 A second century CE 

                                            
111 Levine, Judaism and Hellenism in Antiquity, 23. 
112 Mitchell, “Further thoughts on the cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 186-7. 
113 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 135; CIG 769; Mitchell, “The Cult of 

Theos Hypsistos,” catalogue no. 207. From the third century CE: (eja;n dev tiV e{teron 
sw:ma eijsenevgkh/ e[s)tai aujtw:/ pro;V to;n qeo;n to;n u{yiston kai; to; ajravV drevpanon eijV to;n 
oi\kon aujtou: (eijsevlqoito kai; mhdevnan ejnkataleivyaito) - [And should someone inter 

another body] that one will reckon with the highest god and may the sickle curse 
enter into his house [and leave no one behind] 
114 See discussion in Chapter Two section 2.8.4 on biblical cursing on epitaphs in 

Akmonia. 
115 Especially in the Psalms.  
116 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 136. 
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inscription from Sibidunda in Pisidia can be categorised as Jewish 

through this connection: 

 qew:/ uJyivstw/ kai;   to the holy refuge 

 aJgeiva/ katafugh:/   Theos Hypsistos 

 =Artima:V uiJo;V =Ar-    Artimas son of  

 tivmou Mommivou   Artimas Mommios 

 kai; (M)arkivaV oJ auj-   and Markias the same 

 to;V ktivsthV aj-   founder  

 nevsthsen kai;    also set up  

 to;n qumiatis-   the incense vessel 

 thvr(i)on kai; kevon(a)   and resting place 

 ejk tw:n ijdivwn117   out of their own means 

Trebilco understands the aJgiva katafughv as an attributive qualification 

of Theos Hypsistos. I note that despite Trebilco’s confidence that 

katafughv is not found in pagan texts, it is possible here to interpret the 

text as referring to two separate deities, Theos Hypsistos and Holy 

Refuge.118 If this was the case, it would make it unlikely the dedication 

was Jewish. 

Other indicators of a Theos Hypsistos inscription being Jewish include 

the use of the definite article oJ with qeo;V u{yistoV.119 The addition of 

                                            
117 IJO 215; Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 136; SEG 19.852; Mitchell, 

“The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” catalogue no. 230; G. Bean, Anatolian Studies 10 

(1960): 70 no. 122.  
118 Perhaps in the way that some pagan dedications were to a pair of gods; ie., Hosios 

and Dikaios, Artemis and Leto. However, there is no known evidence of a god named 

Holy Refuge to support my proposition. 
119 According to Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 137, who refers to 

Stephen Mitchell, RECAM II. The Ankara District. The Inscriptions of North 
Galatia, British Institute of Archaeology at Ankara Monograph 4 (Oxford: British 

Archaeological Reports International Series 135), no. 209B. Ameling, IJO, 335 

suggests there was interchange of the name Theos Hypsistos between Jews and 

pagan followers of a highest god in Galatia. SEG 31 (1981) 1080; Mitchell, “The Cult 

of Theos Hypsistos,” catalogue no. 202: tw:/ megavlw/ | qew:/ uJyivstw/ kai; | ejpouranivw/ kai; 
| toi:V aJgivoiV aujtou: | ajngevloiV kai; th:/ | proskunhth:/ auj|tou: proseuch:/ ta; | w|de e[rga 
geivnetai – to the great and celestial Theos Hypsistos and his holy angeloi 

worshipping him with prayer the works here have taken place. And from the Greek 

island of Rheneia, Ditt. Syll.3 3.1181 dated c.100 BCE, oJ qeo;V oJ u{yistoV is invoked in 

a vengeance prayer. The repetition of the article here is intended to emphasise the 

subject, thus the highest of gods. 
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the article to qeo;V u{yistoV occurs frequently in the Septuagint.120 The 

title u{yistoV always refers to god in the Septuagint.121 Whilst the use 

of the article might be an identifying feature of a Jewish reference to 

Theos Hypsistos in literature, epigraphy is a different category of text, 

and the same patterns do not necessarily apply. Stone cutting space is 

an obvious factor. 

Other words such as ejpouravnioV, celestial, and proseuchv, a place of 

prayer, pantokravtwr, almighty, and eujloghtovV, blessed, are found in 

specifically Jewish (and sometimes Christian) contexts. A Jewish 

manumission document from Gorgippia in the Bosporan kingdom 

makes use of pantokravtwr and eujloghtovV with the Jewish meaning of 

honouring the blessed almighty god most high, while the oath formula 

invoking Zeus, Gaia and Helios is commonly pagan.122 It is probable 

that the Jews making manumissions were required to conform to 

pagan formulae for legal reasons.123 It therefore appears that 

manumissions took place in proseucaiv, places of prayer. This example, 

whilst geographically remote from Asia Minor, is important in 

highlighting the cultural assimilation that took place between groups 

living together, where Theos Hypsistos was named specifically as the 

Jewish god, even within the context of a legal mainstream Hellenistic 

process. This is part of the integration aspect of assimilation, where 

minority groups engaged with the formal structures of society. Jewish 

identity is not compromised in this environment. Rather its 

                                            
120 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 137. 
121 Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, vol. 8, 617. 
122 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 136. CIRB 1123 from Gorgippia in 

41 CE: qew:i uJyivstwi panto - | kravtori eujloghtw:/, ba - |  sileuvontoV basilev - | wV 
Miqridavtou filo - | GERMAKOU ? {filogerma<niv>kou} Latyshev kai; filopavt - | ridoV 
e{touV hlt΄ mh - | no;V Deivou, PovqoV St - | ravbwnoV ajnevqhken | t(h:i) proseuch:i kat= 
eujc(h;) - | n q(r)epth;n eJautou:, h| o[no - | ma C(r)uvsa, ejf= w|n h|/ ajnevpa - | foV kai; 
ajnephrevasto(V) | ajpo; panto;V klhron(ovm) - | ou uJpo; Diva,  Gh:n,  {Hlio(n) – To the 

almighty blessed Theos Hypsistos in the reign of king Mithridates loyalist of 
Germanicus and patriot in the year 338 of the month Deios, Pothos son of Strabonos 
set this up in a place of prayer according to a vow for his own reared slave, who is 
named Chrusa, for which to her shall be rights untouched and unmolested as from 
every will under Zeus, Gē, Helios. 

123 Schürer, History of the Jewish People, Vol. 3, 37. 
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distinctiveness is made more so through its careful alignment with a 

pagan rite. 

 

7.7.1 The use of ‘syncretism’ between pagans and Jews and its 

subsequent impact 

The hypsistos epithet gave rise to a tendency in early modern 

scholarship of Jews in Asia Minor to ascribe as syncretism what I 

understand as wider cultural processes of assimilation.124 The term 

syncretism does not address the nuances of interaction and distinction 

that occur as different groups move together, acquire mutual and new 

practices through acculturation, react, and emerge. Throughout this 

thesis, I describe these nuances as assimilative process. Syncretism 

does not belong to assimilation theory. Syncretism, especially in earlier 

modern scholarship, is applied negatively. In this section, I dismantle 

syncretism as it is applied to religious practices which resembled some 

aspects of Judaism that were current in Asia Minor. 

Theories of syncretism have influenced the way the interactions 

between Jews and pagans have been subsequently perceived. A 

significant early proponent of the theory of syncretism was Franz 

Cumont.125 Cumont, a late nineteenth to early twentieth century 

scholar, contributed greatly to our understanding of religious 

communities in the ancient world. His theories form a basepoint from 

which other directions in studies of the cultural interactions between 

Jews and pagans have developed. In 1906 Cumont wrote that 

dispersed Jews in Asia Minor gave up their traditions to mix in with 

                                            
124 The Macquarie Australian Dictionary describes syncretism as: “the attempted 

reconciliation or union of different or opposing principles, practices, or parties, as in 

philosophy or religion.”  
125 As expressed in Franz Cumont, “Les mystères de Sabazius et le judaïsme,” 

CRAIBL (1906): 63-79; “Hypsistos. Supplément à la Revue de l’instruction publique 

en Belgique (1897); “A propos de Sabazius et du judaïsme,” Musée Belge 11 (1910): 

55-60. He also published and taught syncretic theory on the Iranian Mithra and 

syncretism into the Mithraism of Roman religion. 
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the Hellenistic communities in which they lived.126 He assessed the 

pagan societies in which the Jews lived to be idolatrous, according to 

his own perspective of triumphant Christianity. A result of interaction 

with pagans was ‘impurity’ within Judaism. At the same time, these 

pagans were attracted to the monotheistic practices of Judaism, 

creating what Cumont calls, “Judaeo-pagan” cults.127 Cumont did not 

accept an independent pagan movement toward monotheism, but 

believed that pagans began worshipping the god of the Jewish bible.128 

Cumont then wrote in 1910 that Jewish worship was corrupted to 

include Jupiter Sabazios, and he questioned the seriousness with 

which the Jews worshipped the god of Israel.129 He did qualify that 

this critique referred not to the orthodox Jews, but to those whom he 

suggested indulged in worship of a Jewish-pagan mix of deity which 

began in the Hellenistic period.130  

A syncretistic understanding of Jewish interaction with other groups 

sees the foundations of Judaism ‘mixed up’ with aspects of paganism. 

It means for example, that hypsistos applied to Zeus happened only via 

Jewish influence, and dedicators must have really been referring to the 

Jewish god.131 It blurs the lines between Jews worshipping only the 

Jewish god or perhaps syncretising a pagan god to the same position of 

the Jewish god, investing the pagan god with all the attributes of the 

Jewish god.132 It is not difficult to then make a mental transition to 

Jews worshipping any god who happened to be called hypsistos. This 

                                            
126 Cumont, “Les mystères de Sabazius et le judaïsme,” 64. 
127 Cumont, “Les mystères de Sabazius et le judaïsme,” 64: “Il se forma ainsi en Asie 

Mineure une série de cultes judéo-païens.” 
128 Cumont, “Les mystères de Sabazius et le judaïsme,” 65-7. 
129 Cumont, “A propos de Sabazius e du judaïsme,” 58-9. Cumont, “Les mystères de 

Sabazius et le judaïsme,” 70 identifies Sabazios with the Jewish god. 
130 Cumont, “A propose de Sabazius et du judaϊsme,” 60. 
131 As Cumont, “Hypsistos.” See also commentary in Trebilco, Jewish Communities in 
Asia Minor, 131. 
132 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 240 n. 19 says there is no positive 

evidence in Asia Minor that Jews worshipped a pagan god. 



 

299 

 

assumption discredits the integrity of Judaism as witnessed in the 

evidence described in this chapter and throughout this thesis. 

Trebilco assessed Cumont’s syncretism theory against the evidence for 

Theos Hypsistos in Asia Minor and determined that Judaism was not 

syncretistic and not “compromised by paganism.”133 Judaism did 

influence some usages of hypsistos in pagan contexts, but it was not 

exclusive influence, and it is difficult to prove. In the space that I call 

the assimilating edges between Jews and pagans, where the practices 

of acculturation and integration happened (see Fig. 2, yellow zone), 

there was a shared vocabulary.134 The name Theos Hypsistos was part 

of the shared vocabulary. This sharing did not infer that one group had 

greater influence over another. Neither did it mean that a pagan 

hearing the name Theos Hypsistos would identify it with the Jewish 

god. Only those pagans involved in the life of the Jewish synagogue 

would likely connect the term and its subject.  

Assimilating processes certainly changed the face of Judaism in Asia 

Minor, made it open to wider cultural influences. However, its 

fundamental integrity as a limited monotheistic religion, based on the 

first commandment, did not change through the centuries studied in 

this thesis. The assimilation that took place between Judaism, other 

minority groups, and mainstream Hellenistic culture was active 

especially in the boundary spaces between groups. Diversity of Jewish 

practices in Asia Minor was apparent, but syncretism does not define 

these practices. 

Later examples of scholarship have applied syncretism as a 

generalisation of Jewish/pagan religious expression in Asia Minor.135 

                                            
133 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 142. 
134 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 143: “The most important fact is 

that the frontier existed (between Jews and pagans), so that in an albeit limited 

number of cases, Jews and pagans shared the same religious vocabulary.” 
135 Eg., Clinton Arnold, The Colossian Syncretism: The Interface between 
Christianity and Folk Belief at Colossae, (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1996). 
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Parke describes the respectful attitude towards the Jewish god evident 

in some oracle responses from Didyma as syncretism between Jews 

and pagans.136 Reynolds and Tannenbaum also describe as syncretism 

some expressions of Judaism in Asia Minor. These scholars take up 

terms as “adoption” and “absorption” to describe what was happening 

between eastern religions and the Hellenistic cultural mainstream.137 

These phrases overlook the subtle processes that were happening 

between different groups as new religions made their mark in an 

environment which was open to things new.  

Syncretism as an umbrella term for assimilative diversity of religious 

expression is unappreciative of assimilation as positive innovation.138 

“Pure” Judaism is often represented as a superior type of religion to 

paganism, unsusceptible to any adaptation to the wider culture.139  

In the new and developing religious situation in Asia Minor, with the 

influence of the individual and the presence of minority groups within 

a Greek cultural mainstream, cultic pagan monotheism evolved 

independently of Judaism. In some cases of pagan monotheism studied 

throughout this thesis there are resemblances to Judaism. The 

presence of synagogues and pagan worship spaces as places where 

people met opens the possibility that there was dialogue between the 

theological positions of Judaism and pagan monotheism. The processes 

of assimilation make the possibility of dialogue more likely. 

                                            
136 Parke, The Oracles of Apollo in Asia Minor, 105. This he says, affected Didyma in 

the later period of its functioning. 
137 Joyce Reynolds and Robert Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers at Aphrodisias: 
Greek Inscriptions with Commentary, Texts from the Excavations at Aphrodisias 

conducted by Kenan T. Erim, The Cambridge Philological Society (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1987), 88. 
138 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 88: refer to the “exception of 

obscure syncretist groups like the Hypsistarii of Asia Minor and Tanais, who are 

most probably Greeks inventing a congenial adaptation of Judaism, doubtless with 

no encouragement from the Jews.” 
139 The expression of this perspective by Reynolds and Tannenbaum runs counter to 

the conclusions of their study on the theosebeis (god-worshippers) of Aphrodisias. 

(See section below.) Here it will be seen that the theosebeis are themselves an 

example of an assimilating cultural group. 
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I suggest that the diversity of evidence of hypsistos in the setting of 

different cultural groups means hypsistos did not only belong to 

Jewish tradition. Evidence of hypsistos worship has been found 

throughout the Roman Empire.140 In Asia Minor evidence is dense in 

local pagan cults in Lydia and Phrygia. These were places where public 

confession and angeloi worship also occurred. I identify through this 

study that the practices associated with public confession and angeloi 

worship were characteristic of pagan monotheism. It is thereby natural 

that one god would be exalted as highest within this same 

environment. The popularity of abstract titles for gods in these regions 

leads Trebilco to say that it is this which drives the use of Theos 

Hypsistos and the hypsistos epithet rather than Jewish influence.141 

The findings of the research presented in this thesis contained here 

agrees with this position. 

 

7.8 The theosebeis and god-fearers 

There were groups of people known in inscriptional and literary 

evidence who were connected to the Jewish community, particularly 

through the synagogue, who followed some Jewish practices, but who 

were not Jews.142 These were known as qeosebei:V, theosebeis. The 

theosebeis were open to Jewish piety and duly influenced in conduct 

and religious activity. A qeosebhvV is literally someone who worships 

god, a ‘god-worshipper,’ from qeovV (god) and sevbw (worship).143  

                                            
140 See maps describing the spread of hypsistos evidence in Mitchell, “The Cult of 

Theos Hypsistos,” 82-5. 
141 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 133. 
142 See discussion in Collar, Religious Networks, 235ff. 
143 Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, volume 3, 124 says the word 

qeosevbeia is used to denote religious service, or fear of a god. It is described as an 

active religious process, rather than an inner attitude. It is a narrower concept than 

the more common eujsevbeia, piety or reverence toward the gods. 
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There were theosebeis involved in the synagogues at Pantikapaion, 

Tralles, Sardis, Lydian Philadelphia144 and Aphrodisias.145 In the 

context of Theos Hypsistos evidence, a person making a dedication to 

Theos Hypsistos who had contact with a Jewish community, but who 

was not Jewish, might be known as such a god-worshipper.146 

Theosebeis are usually referred to in scholarship as ‘god-fearers’ or 

Jewish sympathisers.147 I will avoid the term ‘sympathiser’ in this 

study. The term carries modern connotations of weakness which have 

detracted from the vitality and independence of the theosebeis as a 

unique cultural minority group within the mainstream of Asia Minor. 

The theosebeis had advantages of cross cultural edges of inclusion in 

both pagan and Jewish life. 

Evidence of the use of the term qeosebhvV does not necessarily indicate 

involvement with the Jewish community however. Pagan examples are 

documented, and although not common are still noteworthy.148 

qeosebhvV was not only a Jewish term used of people who had interests 

in the Jewish religion but who were unlike themselves in other 

cultural areas.149 The meaning of the word qeosebhvV, following the 

example of non-Jewish occurrences of the term, can simply be 

                                            
144 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 118. 
145 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers. 
146 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 138.  
147 For example, Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 96; Trebilco, Jewish 
Communities in Asia Minor, 138; L. H. Feldman, “Proselytes and ‘Sympathizers’ in 

Light of the New Inscriptions from Aphrodisias,” REJ 148/3-4 (1989): 265-305; Collar, 

Religious Networks, 234-40; Gary Gilbert, “Jews in Imperial Administration and its 

Significance for Dating the Jewish Donor Inscription from Aphrodisias,” JSJ 35 

(2004): 170, who describes the Greek term qeosebhvV, “most commonly translated as 

God-fearer.” 
148 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 146 who provides a pagan example 

of a marble stele with a man lying on a couch and a woman and boy pouring a 

libation on an altar, taken from E. Pfuhl and H. Möbius, Die ostgriechischen 
Grabreliefs II (Mainz: von Zabern, 1979), no. 1697: =Epiqevrsh/ tw:/ qeosebh:/ k<a>i; 
Qeoktivsta/... for Epitherses the pious one and Theoktista. 
149 LSJ refer to the occurrence of qeosebhvV in the classical Greek sources Herodotos, 

Sophokles and Xenophon. Plato Kratylos 394 D: o{tan ejx ajndro;V ajgaqou: kai; qeosebou:V 
ajsebh;V gevnhtai – whenever an ungodly person becomes godly from good manhood. It 

also occurs in the Mithras Liturgy Preis. Zaub., 683/4 to refer to the act of prayer. 

See Reitzenstein, Hellenistic Mystery Religions, for the text of the Mithras Liturgy. 
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‘pious.’150 Even in Jewish cases qeosebhvV may be a designation of piety 

for a Jew rather than refer to a specific group of god-worshippers as 

described in this section.151 The meaning of the term may change 

between ‘god-worshipper’ and ‘pious’ according to the context.152 The 

term is then used of both a pious person of any religious group, or a 

specific group of god-worshippers connected to the Jewish synagogue. 

In the context of the Aphrodisias inscription and in the theatre seats in 

Miletos to be discussed below, the prominent place of theosebeis 

indicates that a group of god-worshippers was intended. It was not just 

pious people who were named among these groups. In these instances, 

Jews and theosebeis were clearly linked.   

The Jewish theological system worked for these people. It provided an 

outlet for the expression of monotheism, but theosebeis were not bound 

by the rigorous minutiae of Jewish law. This relieved them of the core 

ethnic distinctions which imposed certain boundaries on Jewish 

involvement in mainstream Hellenistic culture.153  

Theosebeis were not converted to Judaism, as proshvlutoi, proselytes. 

They were simply open to the theology and lifestyle of Judaism. Given 

that Judaism was a monotheistic religion, it is unsurprising that it 

gained appeal in the period studied here, in which pagan monotheism 

was trending in its various forms. Judaism itself may have appealed to 

some pagans as a system in which monothestic tendencies in religion 

found an already developed expository partner. In fact, Collar goes as 

far as suggesting that the theosebeis (which she says are gentile ‘god-

                                            
150 As Dietrich-Alex Koch, “The God-fearers between facts and fiction,” in Studia 
Theologia – Nordic Journal of Theology, 60/1 (2006): 69; Reynolds and Tannenbaum, 

Jews and God-Fearers, 49. These go on to describe the alternative position of Louis 

Robert, who, noting the non-Jewish use of the term, says that fobouvmenoi and 

sebovmenoi to;n qeovn can refer to those who were associated with the Jewish 

community, but qeosebei:V cannot. 
151 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 54. 
152 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 146. 
153 See Figure 2, Chapter Four on the ethnic distinctions of Jews. Some theosebeis 
may have observed ethnic distinctions (except circumcision), but they were not bound 

to do so. 
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fearers’) were incorporated into “the existing, Judaising cult of Theos 

Hypsistos.”154 She bases this on the comparative lack of “god-fearer” 

inscriptions in the second and third centuries CE, alongside the 

abundance of inscriptions for Theos Hypsistos. This idea does not 

consider the emergence of pagan monotheism independently of 

Judaism, which is the position taken in this thesis. 

The term qeosebhvV occurs as hapax legomenon in the New 

Testament.155 It cannot be described as belonging to the Christian 

tradition in any other sense than ‘pious,’ as the meaning in John. 

It is likely that the {EllhneV referred to by Luke in Acts156 were either 

qeosebei:V, fobouvmenoi to;n qeovn, or sebovmenoi to;n qeovn. These were 

present among the Jewish gatherings such as Paul’s visit represented. 

It is not precise to call theosebeis ‘god-fearers,’ as frequently happens. 

This is more properly the interpretation of fobouvmenoi to;n qeovn, (ones 

fearing god).157 The fobouvmenoi to;n qeovn and sebovmenoi to;n qeovn158 (ones 

worshipping god) and the Latin metuentes (fearing)159 were terms used 

to describe people with Jewish associations. These groups might be 

related to the theosebeis, but this is disputed.160 Reynolds and 

Tannenbaum think they are the same, even interchangeable.161 I 

suggest there is insufficient evidence to claim the New Testament 

                                            
154 Collar, Religious Networks, 240. 
155 John 9.31: oi[damen o{ti aJmartwlw:n oJ qeo;V oujk ajkouvei, ajll= ejavn tiV qeosebh;V h|/ kai; to; 
qevlhma aujtou: poih:/ touvtou ajkouvei – for we know god does not hear sinners, but if ever 

any pious person for whom his will is done, god hears that one. 
156 Acts 14.1; 17.4, 12; 18.4. 
157 Acts 10.2, 22, 35; 13.16, 26.  
158 Acts 13.43. 50; 16.14; 17.4; 18.7.  
159 Juvenal Satirae 14.96-101. 
160 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 146, who thinks that the occasional 

evidence of qeosebhvV in pagan sources discounts the possibility that it was a Jewish 

term for god-worshippers. But see Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 115-16, 

who thinks the inscriptional evidence of qeosebei:V does refer to the ‘god-fearers’ of the 

New Testament. See also Koch, “The God-fearers between facts and fiction,” 80, who 

says that the qeosebei:V of face A of the Aphrodisias inscription have the same 

function as the fobouvmenoi/sebovmenoi to;n qeovn references in the New Testament. 
161 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 56, who base this assumption 

on Septuagintal references to all three as translations of Hebrew phrases meaning 

‘those who fear god.’ From this they think qeosebei:V should be translated ‘god-fearers.’ 
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references to ‘god-fearers’ and the Latin use of metuentes referring to 

Jewish habits mean the same as the group of theosebeis which arose as 

distinct in the cultural environment of Asia Minor. 

The theosebeis were permitted to attend the synagogue for worship, 

observe some customs such as the Sabbath and certain dietary 

regulations, but males were not circumcised. As such they were not 

considered Jews, unlike the more closely related proselytes, who were 

circumcised. The interaction between full Jews, proselytes and pagan 

god-worshippers provide examples of assimilation between Jews and 

pagans based around the place of the synagogue. The theosebeis 

through cultural assimilation found identity and acceptance and 

distinction in the Jewish synagogue, even if they were not given the 

status of a Jew. The synagogue provided a space for religious 

expression and a way of life that was agreeable within the religious 

framework identified by a theosebes. 

The presence of theosebeis in the synagogue community provided 

valuable links between Jews and mainstream pagan culture. 

Inscriptional evidence that theosebeis assisted the Jewish community 

in being integrated into the city comes from Tralles in Karia in the 

third century CE:  

Kapetwli:na hJ ajxiovlog(oV) kai; qeoseb(h;V) (p)ohvsasa to; pa:m 
bavqro(n) ejskouvtlwsa t(o;n) (aj)nabasmo;n uJp(e;r) eujch:V eJauth:V (kai; 
?) pedivwn te kai; ejggovnwn. Eujlogiva162 
Kapetolina, the noteworthy and theosebes having made all the 

stage and inlaying the stairs as a vow on behalf of herself and 

her children and grandchildren. Blessings. 

Kapetolina was an important person in the city of Tralles.163 She was 

related to Claudius Capitolinus Bassus, proconsul of the province of 

Asia. Her husband, T. Flavius Stasikles Metrophanes was a senator in 

                                            
162 CIG 2924; IJO 27; Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 157. 
163 Her Roman name was Claudia Capitolina.  
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Rome and priest of Zeus Larasios in Tralles.164 Kapetolina’s sons were 

were called oJ krativstoV, strongest, mightiest, and Trebilco says they 

may also have been Roman senators. Her dedication was for the 

benefit of part of the Jewish synagogue in the city. It is not likely that 

Kapetolina was Jewish herself, given her senatorial connections and 

the fact that her husband was a pagan priest. Her title of theosebes 

indicated she had significant association with the synagogue. This 

association is affirmed by the predominantly Jewish word eujlogiva at 

the end of the inscription.165  

Kapetolina was moderately assimilated with the Jewish community by 

way of her status as theosebes. As a theosebes she would have 

honoured the Jewish god in some form of worship and perhaps by 

study of the scriptures. She would also have observed some Jewish 

customs such as the Sabbath and possibly the abstinence of pork. It is 

impossible to discern if she abstained from sacrificial meat. Given her 

family connections and social position within the city, this may have 

been an area in which traditional pagan cultural practices prevailed. 

However, without evidence we cannot be sure. 

As theosebes, Kapetolina would have been closer in relationship to the 

Jews than Julia Severa of Akmonia a century and a half earlier, who 

was also a generous benefactor of the synagogue in that city. Julia was 

not a theosebes, but rather was a priest of the imperial cult and it is 

reasonable to presume she would have been more culturally distant.166 

The family connections of Kapetolina in the city of Tralles gave status 

to the Jewish community there. It is another example of the well 

                                            
164 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 157. 
165 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 158. 
166 But see Ameling, “Die jϋdischen Gemeinden im Antiken Kleinasien,” 41, 50-51 

who discusses the value of social status for the Jewish communities when it came to 

selecting officers, and with whom relationships were formed. 
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integration of Jewish cultural groups into the mainstream Hellenistic 

structures of an urban environment. 

Most of the evidence for theosebeis comes from the second to the fourth 

centuries CE,167 although they are known into the sixth century CE.168 

From the evidence from Aphrodisias at least, it appears that the 

theosebeis were an urban phenomenon.169 I assign to the theosebeis as 

minority groups, a moderate to high degree of assimilation with 

Hellenistic culture in an urban cultural environment. 

Unlike traditional paganism or Judaism, a person who was a theosebes 

made a personal choice to become one.170 As has been previously 

discussed, personal choice and commitment to a group accompanied 

the changes in the cultural environment leading to a new religious 

situation. This included an increasing trend toward individualism. 

Theosebeis then, might not be made up of whole families. This raises 

questions around Kapetolina’s wider family and their support or 

otherwise of her choice. The appearance of different religions within 

families was a significant break from traditional religion. It was also a 

potential source of conflict within families.171 

Different religions within families also occurred in Christianity. An 

example is found in the family of the Christian disciple Timothy, 

whose mother was a Jew and father a Greek.172 It was to avoid any 

conflict with the Jews that Paul had Timothy circumcised.173 To what 

                                            
167 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 117. 
168 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 21; Marianne Palmer Bonz, 

“The Jewish Donor Inscriptions from Aphrodisias: Are they both Third-Century, and 

Who Are the Theosebeis?” HSCP 96 (1994): 281-99, who argues for a date of the 

Aphrodisias inscription in the fifth or sixth centuries. Bonz is supported by Angelos 

Chaniotis, “The Jews of Aphrodisias: New Evidence and Old Problems,” SCI 21 

(2002): 209-42. 
169 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 129. 
170 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 23. 
171 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 186. 
172 Acts 16.1.  
173 Acts 16.3: tou:ton hjqevlhsen oJ Pau:loV su;n aujtw:/ ejxelqei:n, kai; labw;n perievtemen aujto;n 
dia; tou;V =IoudaivouV tou;V o[ntaV ejn toi:V tovpoiV` - Paul wanted this one to go forth with 
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degree the taking of Timothy and circumcising him caused intrafamily 

conflict is not considered in Acts. Independent personal alignment of a 

person as a Christian or a theosebes are examples of the rise of the 

choice of individuals and a desire to make a personal commitment to 

god.  

 

7.9 Case Study – Jewish citizens in Miletos and the theosebeis  

Miletos was an important commercial city on the coast of Karia near 

the mouth of the Maeander river. Miletos was the governing city of the 

sanctuary of Apollo at nearby Didyma. Didyma was a major site of 

oracle production in the ancient world.174 Determining the extent of 

Jewish presence in Miletos is hampered by limited evidence.175 There 

is one important inscription which I discuss here, and the possibility of 

a synagogue.176 The surviving inscription shows that the public life of 

Jews involved in civic and social roles in Miletos involved a reasonable 

degree of assimilation. Theatre seats were reserved in Miletos for 

prominent Jewish people. Attendance at theatre events required at 

least moderate acculturation. The fact the seats were reserved 

indicates high integration, or structural assimilation, with the city. 

Events that took place in theatres included dramatic theatrical 

productions and gladiatorial games. These events were frequently 

presided over by representatives of the Roman emperor. Religious 

rituals, including sacrifice and honour of the divine emperor would 

have taken place at these events.  

 

                                            
him, and taking hold of him he circumcised him on account of the Jews who were in 
that place. 
174 I will discuss Didyma more closely in Chapter Eight in relation to oracle 

production and pagan monotheism. 
175 Josephus Ant 14.244-6, refers to a Jewish community at Miletos. 
176 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 56 is unconvinced that there is 

sufficient evidence to say the building was ever a synagogue. 
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An inscription on a theatre seat in the fifth row from the front reads:  

TovpoV Eijoudevwn tw:n kai; qeosebivon177  
A place of Jews who are also god-worshippers   

 

Figure 12: Photo of Miletos theatre seat with inscription from 

http://holylandphotos.files.wordpress.com/2013/02/twcsml06.jpg.   

 

The text is dated from the late second to early third centuries CE. It is 

an important inscription because it appears to elevate the position of 

certain Jews for whom the seats were reserved. This inscription and 

the possible synagogue building suggest Miletos only supported a 

small Jewish community. If this was the case, the inscription shows 

the social and economic success of at least some well- integrated, 

successful Jews. 

                                            
177 SEG 4.441; IJO 37; Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 159. See also 

Harland, Associations, Synagogues and Congregations, 110 figure 21a. 

http://holylandphotos.files.wordpress.com/2013/02/twcsml06.jpg
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The short inscription is difficult to translate. The word qeosebivon refers 

to a group of people who may use the seats in the theatre, not an 

individual.178 More commonly the singular form qeosebhvV is found. It 

may even refer to a personal name.179 The text might also be read as, 

“A place of Jews who are also called the Pious Ones.”180 If so, the 

qualification qeosebhvV, god-worshipper, pious, ascribed to the Jews in 

this inscription, may be an attempt by those Jews for whom the seats 

were reserved to publicly express the piety of their group. This would 

be especially important for a small, ethnically defined minority group 

living within the Hellenised urban environment. Theatrical events 

were an established part of Greek and Roman culture. There was 

potential for Jewish attendees to receive disapproval from within the 

Jewish community. The inclusion of the qualifier qeosebivon may also be 

an acknowledgement by the city of Miletos that Jews were to be known 

as god-worshippers.181  

Schürer interprets the inscription as referring to two separate 

groups.182 This is entirely possible given the Aphrodisias evidence for 

the relationship between theosebeis and the Jewish community of the 

city. Schürer suggests that the text is meant to read as kai; tw:n instead 

of tw:n kai;. This would change the interpretation to mean “Place of the 

Jews and of god-worshippers.” Schürer does qualify his suggestion by 

saying that imposing such a correction should be avoided if posssible. I 

agree that care must be taken with any reconstruction of wording 

which can be interpreted reasonably without making corrections to fit 

what we might like it to read instead. This agrees with the conventions 

                                            
178 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 159-60. 
179 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 159. 
180 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 160 and 253 n. 68.  
181 This is the position of B. Lifshitz, “Beiträge zur griechisch – jϋdischen 

Epigraphik,” ZDPV 82 (1966): 62-3. Cited in Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia 
Minor, 160 and 253 n. 69.  
182 Schürer, The History of the Jewish People, 167.  
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of textual criticism, in which the ‘harder’ reading of a variation is 

preferred. 

Harland gives almost the same translation, although Harland does not 

consider Schürer’s reconstruction. Harland translates the text as seats 

reserved for a guild of, “Jews and God-fearers.”183 Harland’s 

interpretation also suggests two groups of people may occupy the seats, 

both Jews and non-Jews who followed a similar faith expression. These 

seats were placed next to those reserved for ‘friends of the Augusti.’184 

The concluding formula of a first century inscription from 

Pantikapaion similarly expresses two groups of people: 

 ejpitropeuouvshV th:V sunagwgh:V tw:n =Ioudaivwn kai; qeo;n sevbwn185 
being under the joint guardianship of the synagogue of the Jews 

and of those worshipping god.  

The inscription concerns the manumission of a slave. In this example 

qeo;n sevbwn occur as separate words. There is a clear distinction 

between these god-worshippers and the Ioudaioi. 

If there were two groups of people intended in the theatre inscription it 

indicates that there was significant assimilation between the Jewish 

community at Miletos and the city. If two groups shared seats it 

suggests the city recognised a close relationship between the groups. It 

might also mean the city made no distinction between the two groups, 

regardless of how they each self-identified. The inscription could also 

have been inscribed by stonemasons connected to the theatre who did 

not know what was intended in the writing and could therefore have 

made an error in interpretation.186  

                                            
183 Harland, Associations, Synagogues and Congregations, 109. 
184 Harland, Associations, Synagogues and Congregations, 109. See photo in Harland, 

110 figure 21b. 
185 CIRB no. 71 lines 7-10 = CIJ I2 no. 683a; Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia 
Minor, 155. 
186 See Strelan, “Languages of the Lycus Valley,” on the difficulty in discerning the 

proficiency of a stone mason’s Greek. 
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Trebilco, with Rajak, who along with Schϋrer, consider the evidence of 

the Aphrodisias theosebeis, agree that there were two groups intended, 

both Ioudaioi and theosebeis.187 I am not convinced in this example 

that two groups were intended. Despite Schϋrer’s compelling argument 

about the position of the kaiv and the tw:n, I cannot base a 

reconstruction on that possibility. I take the inscription as it stands 

and read the tw:n as a relative pronoun, even though the case of 

qeosebivon doesn’t grammatically fit. Despite the Aphrodisias evidence 

of a prominent group of theosebeis in that city who were distinct from 

Jews, I think there also is sufficient evidence of diversity within 

Jewish communities across Asia Minor that the Miletos Jews may be 

named “Jews who were also god-worshippers.”  

Whether one or two groups were intended in the inscription on the 

theatre seats at Miletos, the holders would have been frequent 

attenders and respected people in the civic and social structures. Fifth 

row seats would have afforded spectacular views of activities in the 

theatre and holders of the seats would have been in clear view of the 

audience. 

From the evidence of the presence of Jews in Miletos who were 

sufficiently prominent to have reserved seats in the large theatre in 

the city, it seems Jews there were respected and involved at the civic 

level. Ordinary members of the Milesian community would not have 

been granted seats in such a good position. A high degree of 

acculturation and identification with the customs of the society may be 

presumed by the Jewish occupiers of the seats. Persons in civic roles 

allowed access to such seats would have been embedded in municipal 

structures and thus integrated into the hierarchy of Miletos.  

                                            
187 Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 161 and Tessa Rajak, “Jews and 

Christians as Groups in a Pagan World,” in ‘To See Ourselves As Others See Us.’ 
Christians, Jews, ‘Others’ in Late Antiquity, J. Neusner and E. S. Frierichs (eds.) 

(Chico, California: Scholars Press, 1985), 258. 
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7.10 Case study – theosebeis in Aphrodisias 

The city of Aphrodisias in Karia in southwestern Asia Minor is 

important cult centre of the pagan god Aphrodite. The city prospered 

through the imperial period. Along with other cities of Asia Minor it 

suffered through the third century CE and experienced a change in 

status.188 It eventually became linked with the Eastern Roman Empire 

and later the Byzantine Empire. Whilst a Christian bishopric was 

established there, the pagan roots of the city were strong, the cult of 

Aphrodite deeply embedded. Efforts to eradicate the city’s pagan past 

were evidenced in the erasure in inscriptions of the name 

Aphrodisias.189  

Despite the significance given to its pagan link to the cult of Aphrodite, 

it seems that there was a well-established Jewish community in the 

city190 with assimilating links with non-Jewish god-worshippers. A 

significant inscription recording the names of theosebeis alongside 

Jews helps to build a picture of cultural assimilation in Aphrodisias. 

This will be studied in detail below. 

Other inscriptional evidence of Jews in Aphrodisias further indicates 

their presence in the city.191 Inscriptions have been found in the 

                                            
188 Erim, Aphrodisias, 14. 
189 Erim, Aphrodisias, 14. 
190 Chaniotis, “The Jews of Aphrodisias,” 209, who says that, “the existence of a large 

and apparently prospering Jewish community at Aphrodisias” is the only 

uncontroversial thing that can be said from the inscription discussed here. 
191 See Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, Appendix 132-46; 

Chaniotis, “The Jews of Aphrodisias,” Appendix II,” 236-8. Chaniotis, 220 says that 

Aphrodisias is one of the best documented sites with a Jewish community in Asia 

Minor, alongside Sardis and Hierapolis. 
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odeon,192 south agora,193 tetrastoon,194 nymphaeum,195 as well as on 

buildings in various other places in the city.196 Two inscriptions 

regarded as Jewish by Chaniotis are dedicated to Theos Hypsistos.197 

Jewish symbols have also been found inscribed in several places in the 

city and on clay pottery fragments. These symbols include menorah, 

lulab, shofar, ethrogh, palm branch.198 

 

7.10.1 Inscriptional evidence of theosebeis at Aphrodisias  

The inscription found in Aphrodisias links the Jewish community with 

the associated theosebeis.199 From the information contained in this 

inscription valuable insight into the lives of Jews of that city and the 

degree of assimilation of the Aphrodisian Jewish community with the 

mainstream Hellenistic culture can be shown. It also reveals the 

acceptance of acculturating practices between different cultural groups 

through the significant inclusion of non-Jewish people in the 

synagogue. The text follows: 

                                            
192 Examples from the odeon in Aphrodisias designating seating for Jewish groups 

has been found. Chaniotis, “The Jews of Aphrodisias,” 220, 237 no. 17; SEG 37 846; 

Reynolds and Tannenbaum, 132 no. 1: tovpoV Benevtwn | +Ebrevwn tw:n palew:n – a place 

of the Benetos’ of the elderly Hebrews; Chaniotis, “The Jews of Aphrodisias,” 219, 

237 no. 18; SEG 37 847: tovpoV ((+Ebr))evwn – a place of the Hebrews. Reynolds and 

Tannenbaum, 132 say the use of +Ebrai:oi rather than =Ioudai:oi places these 

inscriptions at a very late sixth century CE date. 
193 Chaniotis, “The Jews of Aphrodisias,” 236 no. 3, a prayer. 
194 Chaniotis, “The Jews of Aphrodisias,” 236 no. 5; SEG 37 850. 
195 Chaniotis, “The Jews of Aphrodisias,” 238 no. 29; SEG 37 849. 
196 Chaniotis, “The Jews of Aphrodisias,” 238 nos. 24, 25, 26, 32. 
197 Chaniotis, “The Jews of Aphrodisias,” 238, no. 30; SEG 37 849; Reynolds and 

Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 138 no. 11: Ma|rkia|(n)o;V | qeo: | uJyivs|(toi 
euj)chv – Markianos a prayer to Theos Hypsistos; and no. 31; SEG 37 854; Reynolds 

and Tannenbaum, 138-9 no. 12: TataV | (--q)ew/: uJyivstw/ - Tatas to Theos Hypsistos.  
198 Chaniotis, “The Jews of Aphrodisias,” 236-8.  
199 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers = SEG 36 (1986) 970; IJO 14. 

Reynolds and Tannenbaum have published the inscription in full, with extensive 

commentary on the stone and its interpretation. The stone was unearthed during the 

construction of the Aphrodisias museum and first published by the leader of the 

archaeological team: Kenan T. Erim, AJA 81 (1977) 306; AS 27 (1977) 31. The 

inscription has been the subject of much scholarly research subsequently, 

particularly in relation to dating. See discussion below.  
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Figure 13: Text of Aphrodisias inscription from Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews 
and God-Fearers, 5-7. 

The marble stone block on which the text is incised is of a size 

sufficient to accommodate the lengthy text.200 It is inscribed on faces A 

                                            
200 2.80 m high x approx 0.46-0.425 width across faces a, b, c, d. 
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and B. The two main texts are in different hands, with a further hand 

evident on both inscribed faces. There is damage to the top and bottom 

of the stone and sides, with scratching on all faces. Nonetheless, the 

bulk of the text is clear. The letter styling is different throughout the 

text (ie., use of regular alpha A and dropped bar A, both angular sigma 

S and lunate C), making it difficult to date from letter style.201 Neither 

does it conform to the standard tradition of inscriptions from 

Aphrodisias.202  

 

 

Figure 14: Photo image of part of the Aphrodisias inscription. 

https://www.keepandshare.com/photo/385599/aphrodisias-stadium?ifr=y In the top 

line the word QEOCEBIC can be read (lunate sigma). The text is neatly carved with 

spaces between names. Letters are of a regular height.  

Taking account of name style and letter forms, Reynolds and 

Tannenbaum suggest a date range between the late second and early 

third centuries CE for face B. Although these admit the features of the 

text on face A could date anywhere from the second through to the fifth 

centuries, and that there is no conclusive dating evidence they opt for 

                                            
201 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 20; Chaniotis, “The Jews of 

Aphrodisias,” 214. 
202 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 19-20. 

https://www.keepandshare.com/photo/385599/aphrodisias-stadium?ifr=y
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the early third century for the overall inscription.203 Scholars such as 

Chaniotis, Botermann, Gilbert, Koch and Bonz have exposed the 

fallibility of the dating arguments proposed by Reynolds and 

Tannenbaum.204 More recent scholarship has taken faces A and B as 

two separate inscriptions composed centuries apart.205 Face B is likely 

to be dated to the early third century, as Reynolds and Tannenbaum 

suggest. Face A is likely to be later, either fourth or fifth century, as 

the discussions below indicate.  

Gary Gilbert, after analysing the work of scholars including the initial 

work of Reynolds and Tannenbaum and subsequent to them, thinks a 

date in the fourth century is most likely.206 He bases this on an 

analysis of the imperial roles of named Jews such as QeovdotoV 

Palati:noV, (face A line 11).207 Theodotos was a member of the dekaniva 

(see below), who along with his son Hilarianos (face A line 12), 

contributed to funding the monument. The palatinus was an 

administrative officer of the imperial court. The service of a Jew in this 

role “reflects a social reality consistent with the fourth century and 

unlikely to have existed in the fifth or sixth.”208 Jews from elsewhere in 

the empire gained imperial service in the fourth century,209 but Gilbert 

excludes the fifth century as a likely date of composition due to the 

legal restrictions and disabilities imposed on Jews from that time.210  

                                            
203 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 20. These authors present 

their argument for dating on pages 19-24.  
204 On the dating of the inscription see for example, Chaniotis, “The Jews of 

Aphrodisias;” Bonz, “The Jewish Donor Inscriptions from Aphrodisias;” Helga 

Botermann, “Griechisch-jϋdische Epigraphik: zur Datierung der Aphrodisias-

Inschriften,” ZPE 98 (1993): 184-94; Gilbert, “Jews in Imperial Administration,” 169-

84; Koch, “The God-fearers between facts and fiction.” Commentary on the 

inscription, including dating is given in Ameling IJO 14, 71-112; 
205 See discussion below. 
206 Gilbert, “Jews in Imperial Administration,” 171ff; cf., IJO 94. 
207 Gilbert, “Jews in Imperial Administration,” 176. 
208 Gilbert, “Jews in Imperial Administration,” 176. 
209 Gilbert, “Jews in Imperial Administration,” 177. 
210 In 404 CE Honorius and Arcadius barred Jews and Samaritans from imperial 

office. This was followed up by Valentinian III and Theodosius II. See Gilbert, “Jews 

in Imperial Administration,” 177-78. 
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Helga Botermann similarly argues for a date in the fourth century 

from a careful analysis and critique of the work of Reynolds and 

Tannebaum.211 Botermann assesses that the absence of the nomen 

Aurelius in the two texts, which Reynolds and Tannenbaum use as the 

main argument for an early date is not justified.212 Botermann notes 

that naming based on Roman citizenship (granted to free-born 

residents of the empire in 212 CE), is not consistent in the evidence.213 

She also refers to the dating of the large worship space of the 

synagogue of Sardis, which she puts in the fourth century.214 

Botermann suggests that a sizeable community of god-worshippers and 

Jews in Aphrodisias required a similar sized space for worship and 

other activities such as the fourth century example of Sardis, a 

conclusion which is dispelled by Gilbert.215  

Marianne Palmer Bonz takes faces A and B of the inscription as two 

separate texts with different dates. Taking into consideration the work 

of Reynolds and Tannenbaum and confirming their uncertainty about 

the dating of face A of the inscription, Bonz argues that face A at least 

should be dated as late as the fifth or sixth century CE.216 If this is the 

case it means that the material contained on the later dated face A 

cannot be used to interpret the earlier composed text on face B.217 

Bonz’s argument is dependent on her assessment of the introductory 

phrase qeo;V bohqovV, helper god, in line one of face A.218 Gilbert thinks 

this argument cannot discount a date of composition in the fourth 

century, and that, “The expression qeo;V bohqovV, therefore, cannot offer 

                                            
211 Botermann, “Griechisch-jϋdische Epigraphik,” 187-89. 
212 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 20. 
213 Botermann, “Griechisch-jϋdische Epigraphik,” 187-89. 
214 Botermann, “Griechisch-jϋdische Epigraphik,” 188. 
215 Botermann, “Griechisch-jϋdische Epigraphik,” 186, 190; Gilbert, “Jews in Imperial 

Administration,” 173. Botermann, 189 does however qualify that the Aphrodisias 

inscription studied here and the donor inscriptions found in the Sardis synagogue 

cannot be compared. 
216 Bonz, “The Jewish Donor Inscriptions from Aphrodisias,” 289-90. 
217 Bonz, “The Jewish Donor Inscriptions from Aphrodisias,” 290. 
218 Bonz, “The Jewish Donor Inscriptions from Aphrodisias,” 289-90; cf., Gilbert, 

“Jews in Imperial Administration,” 174. 
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probative support for a fifth century date, nor can it exclude the fourth 

century as a possible time frame for dating the inscription.”219 

Despite Gilbert’s reservations, Chaniotis is persuaded by Bonz’s dating 

of face A from her assessment of the term qeo;V bohqovV.220 Chaniotis 

carefully analyses the distribution of names on the faces as key to 

dating.221 The results of this study lead him to propose a date after 250 

for face B and, in agreeance with Bonz, as late as the fifth century for 

face A.222 Dietrich-Alex Koch follows a similar argument as Chaniotis. 

He identifies two separate inscriptions from the inscribed faces with a 

date in the fourth century for face B and fifth century for face A.223 

In my analysis of the scholarship of the Aphrodisias stele I am 

prepared to accept that the two faces which were clearly inscribed by 

different hands, were written down in different centuries. I am also 

conscious that there is a third hand evident and that scholars other 

than Reynolds and Tannenbaum have not engaged with this.224 I agree 

with Bonz, Chaniotis, Gilbert, Koch and Botermann that the text of 

face B was composed first. I am persuaded that it belonged to the third 

century and is an example of a changing religious situation that 

extended beyond itself and into the fourth century when I concur with 

Botermann and Gilbert that face A was inscribed. 

The difficulties with dating the inscription aside, the stele represents a 

religious situation concurrent with other phenomena related to 

monotheism in Asia Minor already discussed, including Theos 

Hypsistos worship. I deduce that this exciting text, particularly the 

                                            
219 Gilbert, “Jews in Imperial Administration,” 174-75.  
220 Chaniotis, “The Jews of Aphrodisias,” 215. 
221 Chaniotis, “The Jews of Aphrodisias,” 218 and 232-35, Appendix I. 
222 Chaniotis, “The Jews of Aphrodisias,” 218; Bonz, “The Jewish Donor Inscriptions 

from Aphrodisias,” 289. 
223 Koch, “The God-fearers between facts and fiction,” 66. 
224 To do so here is beyond the scope of this thesis. 



 

322 

 

material contained in the earlier dated face B, is a product of the 

cultural environment in which diverse forms of monotheism arose.  

The block is likely to have served architecturally as either a pilaster or 

free-standing stele.225 Reynolds and Tannenbaum suggest its purpose 

was to honour those who had given funds for a patevlla, which in their 

estimation functioned as a ‘soup kitchen,’ providing meals to those in 

need.226 The patevlla as a Jewish charitable institution gives us some 

insight into the scope of life within a synagogue based community, 

including its commitment to caring for the less fortunate. To what 

degree it’s function may be measured against pagan associations which 

looked after the poor, and the Christian imperative to care for widow 

and orphan227 may not be clearly determined here. The narrowness of 

the content of the inscription limits its usefulness in what it may 

divulge about the function of those who set it up.228 

Scholarship since Reynolds and Tannenbaum has considered the scope 

of function of the patevlla to be wider than that envisioned by this first 

study.229 Botermann notes the high number of pagans listed as donors 

in the inscription and that the charitable emphasis of pagans differed 

from Jews and Christians.230 Pagans relied on the generosity and 

ability of individuals of wealth to supply the needs of the poor. In the 

fourth century, the capacity of individual donation began to collapse as 

pagan institutions gave way to the Christian empire.231 This 

suggestion adds further support to the dating of face A of the 

                                            
225 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 19 conclude that it most likely 

was a stele. 
226 A very difficult word to interpret, but essentially a dish or offering dish into which 

was placed cooked food to be distributed to the poor. LSJ equate the word with 

patavnh, a flat dish, and cite Sophron. ap. Poll. 10.107 and Hesychios; Reynolds and 

Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 26-7.  
227 For example, James 1.27; 1 Tim 5.3. 
228 That is, a list of names and trade designations. See below. 
229 See discussion on the interpretation of patevlla in Koch, “The God-fearers between 

facts and fiction,” 71-3. 
230 Botermann, “Griechisch-jϋdische Epigraphik,” 192-93. 
231 Botermann, “Griechisch-jϋdische Epigraphik,” 193. 
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Aphrodisias inscription to the fourth century. Botermann thinks that a 

general emergency initiated the establishment of the patevlla,232 and 

Gilbert that the charitable service extended to the entire Aphrodisian 

community affected, not just those connected to the Jewish 

community.233  

Most of the text on both inscribed faces comprises names and 

occupations. A list of names appears on face A of the inscription. The 

names are of significant donors to and initiators of the monument. 

They are members of a dekaniva. This unusual word234 refers to a group 

of men (women’s names are an uncommon omission in this inscription 

throughout)235 who were well off enough to provide resources to 

construct the well-executed monument, and presumably fund the 

charitable resource to the community of the patella.236 The group 

appeared to serve a purpose in the synagogue related to regulating 

prayer, readings and public services.237 It does not seem that the 

number in the group must be restricted to ten (devka). This dekania 

may have had as many as eighteen or nineteen members.238 Ten may 

have been a minimum to ensure public services happened. The 

dekania might also have been a governing body of the synagogue of 

Aphrodisias, although Reynolds and Tannenbaum are not convinced.239 

                                            
232 Botermann, “Griechisch-jϋdische Epigraphik,” 193. 
233 Gilbert, “Jews in Imperial Administration,” 170 n. 3. 
234 Attested epigraphically elsewhere in Jewish context only once, in a Roman 

catacomb, where its interpretation is unclear. Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and 
God-Fearers, 28. LSJ relate it to dekavV, a company of ten; Iliad 2.126; Herodotos 3.25. 
235 But see Bernadette Brooten, “The Gender of Iahl in the Jewish Inscription from 

Aphrodisias,” in Of Scribes and Scrolls: Studies in the Hebrew Bible, 
Intertestamental Judaism, and Christian Origins (ed. H. W. Attridge; College 

Theology Society Resources in Religion 5; Lanham: University Press of America, 

1990), 163-73, who argues that Iahl in line 9 of face A, is a woman. 
236 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 28-9. 
237 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 28-9, like the Jewish minyan, 

a quorum of ten men responsible for synagogue activities who usually did no other 

paid work. m Meg. 1.3; y Meg. 1.6.70b; b Meg. 5a. 
238 Lines 9-26 (face A). 
239 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 31-2. Elders of synagogue and 

ajrchisunavgwgoV, leader of a synagogue, and other synagogue officials are not 

mentioned. Schϋrer, History of the Jewish People Vol. 1, 180 says the deka protoi 
was a Hellenic institution, as well as the foundation of the synagogue. 
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It could also be a beneficent association.240 Such an association would 

be involved in assisting people with the processes around funerals and 

burials. This is entirely possible, given the presence of mnh:ma, tomb, in 

line eight.241 The possibility of this mnh:ma being a public tomb242 to be 

used for those who did not have the funds for private burial is a 

suggestion.243 A public tomb fits with the charitable purpose of the 

patella, although more likely is the occurrence here of mnh:ma in a 

Jewish context as a memorial, rather than an actual tomb. It is likely 

then that the stele is a memorial of a building donation.244 These 

interpretations suggest the function of the patella was wider than a 

simple ‘soup kitchen’ to assist the poor, although this function is not to 

be completely dismissed. 

Within the names of the members of thedekania appear three 

proshvlutoi, proselytes,245 those who have come over, or converted, to 

Judaism.246 Gilbert notes that the naming of proselytes in inscriptions 

is rare, and none are attested epigraphically in Asia Minor.247 Clearly 

the status of these proselytes, named alongside other members of the 

dekania is comparable with regular Jews in Aphrodisias in practice, 

not just law.248 Complete conversion required circumcision of males, 

and in the Roman Empire this act performed on non-Jews was 

                                            
240 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 37. 
241 Line 8 (face A): ejx ijdivwn mnh:ma. 
242 A Jewish public tomb is attested in Lykia, CIG II 856-58, cited in Reynolds and 

Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 38. A public tomb provided for the needs of 

people without sufficient resources to bury their dead. 
243 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 38. 
244 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 39-40 with an example of this 

usage of mnh:ma in CIG II 848. 
245 Proselytes and Jews in close company is recorded in Acts 2.11: =Ioudai:oiv te kai; 
proshvlutoi – both Jews and proselytes. The grammatical use of te kaiv here ensures 

these two groups are recognised together in the regional groupings named in this 

passage as gathered for the Pentecost event. 
246 Line 13 (face A): Samouhl ajrcid(evkanoV) proshvl(utoV) – Samuel archidekania 

(leader or president of the dekania) a proselyte; Line 17 (face A): =Iwsh:V proshvlu(toV) 
– Ioses a proselyte; Line 22 (face A): Eijwshf Eujsebivou proshv(lutoV) – Ioseph son of 

Eusebios a proselyte. 
247 Gilbert, “Jews in Imperial Administration,” 182. 
248 This might affirm the grouping together in Acts 2.11 as referred in note above. 
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punishable by death in places where Roman law was enforced (not 

necessarily it seems in Aphrodisias) in the time in which this 

inscription is likely to have been composed.249 Therefore becoming a 

proselyte was a significant, and possibly risky, personal decision.250 

As noted above, face B is not necessarily a continuation of face A, but a 

separate inscription altogether.251 Face B includes names of others who 

contributed to the monument and their trade designations. There are 

61 lines of text on face B as opposed to face A which has 27 lines. The 

names on face B are to be distinguished from those listed in the 

dekania of face A. The positioning of names is likely to reflect personal 

status. The higher in order a name is listed, the greater the status. The 

placing of the names of theosebeis second place behind Jews indicates 

they did not share the same status as the Jews named before them. 

Even in the placement of names in the dekania the theosebeis come 

low on the list. Therefore, the hierarchy of names does not reflect social 

status. There are nine bouleuvtai, city councillors, among the 

theosebeis.252 The inclusion of city councillors among those welcomed 

and involved in the life of the synagogue, even if not Jews themselves, 

gave prestige to the Jewish community and greater integration with 

the mainstream Hellenistic culture. There continues to exist no 

evidence that the Jewish community did not maintain its ethnic 

distinction. 

Inclusion of city officials raises questions about the roles these as 

dedicated theosebeis would have had in pagan sacrificial rituals that 

                                            
249 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 43-4. Gilbert, “Jews in 

Imperial administration,” 182 affirms that conversion to Judaism continued through 

the Roman period, despite legislation prohibiting it. 
250 Politically, as well as the risk of physical injury due to infection in adult males. 
251 Koch, “The God-fearers between facts and fiction,” 64; Bonz, “The Jewish Donor 

Inscriptions from Aphrodisias,” argues throughout for two separate inscriptions with 

different dates; Chaniotis, “The Jews of Aphrodisias,” similarly presents the texts as 

distinct with differing dates.  
252 Lines 34-8 face B. 
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were part of the public office.253 If these roles continued to involve 

sacrificial acts, it affirms that theosebeis were not bound as strictly to 

the law as full Jews. It also indicates a willingness on the part of full 

Jews to accept that theosebeis could advantage the Jewish community 

by undertaking practices that were forbidden to them. In this way 

theosebeis were instrumental for elevating the status of the Jewish 

community. Overtures toward the theosebeis who were also city 

officials, beneficent people toward their community, provided 

important cultural crossover links. 

Again, the inclusion of people with these roles did not affect the 

integrity of Judaism as such because theosebeis, no matter how well 

accepted and involved in the life of the synagogue, were not considered 

Jews. This is probably how the leading Jews themselves made 

provision for the flourishing and advancement of the Jewish 

community within the city. Later, provision was publicly made for 

Jews to become councillors and abstain from public sacrifice.254 From 

the early third century there is inscriptional evidence of Jews holding 

office as councillors in Sardis.255  

Two members of the dekania on face A were theosebeis.256 From face B 

there are 52 named theosebeis257 making a total of 54 theosebeis in the 

inscription on both faces. This is a substantial amount. It indicates a 

high level of cultural assimilation between non-Jews and full Jews 

over the centuries, even if the two faces of the inscription are 

considered as separate texts. I suggest that the theosebeis were an 

accepted part of the life of the synagogue and they participated quite 

                                            
253 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 58. 
254 Diogenes Laertius 50.2.3.3. Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 66 

and 130 n. 11; A. R. R. Sheppard, “Jews, Christians and Heretics in Acmonia and 

Eumeneia,” AS 29 (1979): 169.  
255 Sheppard, “Jews, Christians and Heretics,” 170, citing L. Robert, Nouvelles 
Inscriptions de Sardes I (Paris, 1965): 55ff. 
256 Lines 19-20: =EmmovnioV qeoseb(hvV) | =Antwni:oV qeoseb(hvV) – Emmonios god-

worshipper, Antonios god-worshipper. 
257 Lines 34-60 face B. 
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fully in Jewish teaching and worship, as well as participating in at 

least some of the laws.258 From his assessment of face B, the earlier 

written text, Koch disagrees that the relationship between the Jewish 

synagogue and the theosebeis was anything other than social and the 

donations were given charitably, and not because of a religious 

relationship.259 Koch’s position does not take account of any interest of 

pagans in monotheistic religion, which as presented in this thesis, 

gained appeal in the first three imperial centuries. Even if the 

inscription/s were produced later than the third century, the interest 

in monotheism did not die out. As noted in Chapter Six, the character 

of pagan monotheism became more defined from the fourth century. 

The type of relationship between the theosebeis and the Jewish 

community in the Aphrodisias inscription described by Koch more 

closely resembles that of Julia Severa and the Jews in Akmonia. Julia 

was a benefactor of the synagogue in Akmonia, but there is no evidence 

of her as a ‘god-worshipper.’ 

Koch determines that the role of the theosebeis on face A of the 

inscription was different than face B. The two theosbeis were more 

closely connected to the Jewish synagogue and interested in worship 

practices, which is why they were members of the dekania.260 I am not 

convinced by Koch’s argument that the theosebeis named on the two 

faces of the inscription served a different function. If face B is as Koch 

says written earlier than face A, then it may more closely belong to the 

cultural trend of pagans toward monotheistic views. The two 

inscriptions display continuity in the role and place of theosebeis in the 

life of the synagogue in Aphrodisias over centuries. 

 

                                            
258 But see Gilbert, “Jews in Imperial Administration,” 173 and n. 14 who says that it 

was unlikely that the theosebeis named at Aphrodisias worshipped ever in the 

Jewish community; cf., Koch, below.  
259 Koch, “The God-fearers between facts and fiction,” 68. 
260 Koch, “The God-fearers between facts and fiction,” 74-5. 
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The theosebeis of Aphrodisias did not only belong to a certain social 

class. They came from a variety of backgrounds. This shows similarity 

with Christian groups and dissimilarity with some pagan 

associations.261 Christian groups were formed on the bases of equal 

membership, no matter external status, even if it did not always work 

out that way.262 Some pagan associations were closely linked to specific 

occupations, like the association of razor fish drainers who dedicated 

an inscription to Theos Hypsistos.263 These groups, sharing the same 

occupation, would have been of the same social status. From the names 

on the inscription, it can be said that the Jews of Aphrodisias were of 

diverse social status. 

Face B gives the occupations of people as well as their names. It 

becomes obvious that some theosebeis held positions which potentially 

would cause conflict with religious law. A certain ParavmonoV is listed as 

being an ijkono(gravfoV), icon writer.264 Jews generally were not involved 

in the production of religious images because such work might be 

construed as idolatry. Some provision was made in rabbinic law for 

Jews to work in the trade of icons for the wider market, but there are 

contradictory laws which prohibit it.265 Whether any such law affected 

theosebeis cannot be determined from this inscription. It does seem 

that occupations such as this did not affect the assimilation of 

theosebeis into the life of the Jewish community. Another theosebes, 

=AdovlioV, is listed as an ijsikiavrioV, a maker of mincemeat.266 Unless 

this man used only ritually slaughtered meat in the production of his 

                                            
261 Especially those that were guilds, ie., workplace or occupation related 

associations. These included members from only those occupations, who necessarily 

were the same social status. 
262 1 Corinthians 11.20-22. This passage shows the issues that arose when people of 

different social statuses began to live in communion. Some ate while others went 

hungry.  
263 See above.  
264 Line 57 face B. Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 57 suggest an 

alternative of ijkono(poiovV), icon maker. Both have similar functions and would have 

been involved in icon production.  
265 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 57. 
266 Line 51 face B. 



 

329 

 

meat products then he would be unable to keep an important Jewish 

law. If it were a problem, then it was unlikely the name and offensive 

occupation would be recorded on such a significant monument.  

Reynolds and Tannenbaum correlate the position of theosebeis in 

relationship with the synagogue to that of Christian initiates who at 

least in the fourth century delayed baptism until maturity or near to 

death, and to initiates of mystery cults such as Mithraism.267 Christian 

initiates and muvstai of pagan mystery religions were not properly in 

the cult, but existed at the edges. This may be compared to theosebeis 

who were not full Jews and could only gain full Jewish status through 

circumcision and complete adherence to the law. The theosebeis were 

therefore not an unusual group within Graeco-Roman culture. 

 

7.10.2 Interpretation of the inscription 

The Aphrodisias inscription is an invaluable resource which provides 

insight into the life of the Jewish community in that city and its 

significant degree of assimilation into mainstream Hellenistic culture. 

Aphrodisias was a pagan cultural centre. The city supported a school of 

sculpture and marble carving of a very sophisticated standard.268 A 

very large amount of statuary and statue fragments have been found 

during various levels of excavations, including trial and unfinished 

products. This, in addition to the significant cultic temple of Aphrodite, 

indicates that the city was embedded deeply in pagan cultural 

traditions.  

There was a substantial Jewish community in Aphrodisias which was 

well known enough to have city councillors as members of its 

associated god-worshipping community. This indicates that the Jewish 

                                            
267 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 87-8. 
268 Erim, Aphrodisias, 69-70. The school appears to have functioned from between the 

first century BCE to the end of the fifth century CE. 
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community stood as an accepted part of the life of the city. It also 

indicates that the Jews themselves were open to relationships that 

served the benefit of their community and integrated them within the 

mainstream culture, whilst preserving the integrity of their core group 

distinctions. The theosebeis at Aphrodisias enabled the assimilation of 

Jews through the public positions some theosebeis held, and the 

influence these had in promoting the Jewish way of life. 

The memorial inscription, which was erected to celebrate the giving of 

funds sufficient to set up the patella was a visible reminder of the 

presence of the Jewish community and its function within the city. 

This was certainly no persecuted or marginal community. The Jewish 

people spoke Greek,269 engaged in regular occupations within the city. 

As in other cities, such as Sardis and Akmonia, the Jewish 

complement of the city was a significant contributor to its cosmopolitan 

makeup. The Jews were also open enough that some pagans were 

attracted to the religious qualities of Judaism and became theosebeis, 

some even moving over to full conversion. 

The two faces of the inscription give us names, positions and trade 

designations of 71 Jews, including three proselytes, and 54 

theosebeis.270 The description of trades of both Jews and theosebeis 

gives some indication that Jews in Aphrodisias were employed in 

similar ways and held similar occupations to non-Jews.271  

The omission of women’s names in the lists is unusual. Women feature 

in other Jewish inscriptions of the period. The practical and charitable 

                                            
269 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 22 suggest that neither the 

inscribers of the stele nor those who commissioned it knew Hebrew – at least not 

sufficiently to apply the language to the monument. This correlates with other 

evidence of Jews living in Asia Minor in the imperial period. After c. 400 CE Hebrew 

became more widely known again, possibly even under compulsion, according to 

Reynolds and Tannenbaum. 
270 There are also Jews and theosebeis named on the inscription who do not have a 

trade listed after their names. 
271 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 128. 
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function of the patella would seem to invite the benefaction of wealthy 

women, whether Jewish or not. Kapetolina from Tralles and Julia 

Severa from Akmonia are well known examples of women benefactors 

to Jewish communities. 

The number of theosebeis appears to be disproportionately high, and it 

is right to ask why this is so. What the inscription does not say is as 

important as what it does say. There are names and positions absent 

in this inscription which might otherwise be expected. The inscription 

itself is not necessarily representative of the whole Jewish community 

of the city.272 It may only be a smaller group – perhaps even a group 

which sat at the edges of, or even beyond, the authority of the 

synagogue. The lack of names of synagogue officials, including elders 

and the ajrcisuvnagwgoV, the leader of the synagogue, indicates this 

possibility. The group who set up the stele may have been a rival 

group. Given that conflict and confrontation was a result of a 

developing new religious situation, it is possible that a state of rivalry 

existed between Jewish groups in Aphrodisias. Pagan traditions were 

well embedded in Aphrodisias, and some Jews may have retreated into 

more introverted groups, while others adapted to perceived advantages 

in being part of the city structure. 

The inclusion of so many theosebeis in this inscription may have been 

the result of the activities of a group of Jews who were of a ‘new’ type. 

Such groups had more active boundaries. The space of acculturation 

and integration of groups like this were more permeable to the 

influences of Hellenisation. Was it a non-traditional group more open 

to assimilation than others, who commissioned the stele at 

Aphrodisias?  

                                            
272 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 124 flag this caution. 
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The number of transliterated Latin names of theosebeis in the 

inscription who were also city councillors is also quite high.273 This 

indicates the influence of Roman officials (perhaps not approved of by 

synagogue officials and senior members), and a high number of Roman 

visitors to the city, including soldiers.274  

Even if the stele was set up by a minority group within the wider 

Jewish community in Aphrodisias, from face A at least it may be said 

that the group was concerned to maintain the Jewish traditions of 

studying law, taking biblical names.275 The presence of the theosebeis 

in a disproportionately high number on face B of the inscription might 

mean that the religious situation which enabled pagan monotheism to 

be expressive was well alive in Aphrodisias. 

The theosebeis came from the cultural mainstream, or from other 

minority groups, into the assimilating edges of Judaism. They came 

from different social strata of Aphrodisian society. They were 

significantly open in their association with the Jewish community that 

their names appear on a monument recording their donation to a 

Jewish service. Even if the stele was placed within the synagogue it 

would still have been open for non-Jews to view.276 This indicates that 

these people were comfortable with their association with the Jewish 

community.  

The presence of the nine theosebeis who were bouleutaiv, city 

councillors, provided status to the Jewish community, and possibly 

some security of position.277  

                                            
273 From among the qeosebei:V, line 35 (TevrtulloV), line 36 (Zhvnwn Longianou:), line 38 

(+RwmanovV) face B. 
274 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 125. 
275 Note examples of biblical names of Jews in the dekania on face A of the 

inscription: line 9 =Iahl, line 10 =Iwsouva, line 13, 21, 26 and margin Samouhl, line 14, 

17 =Iwsh:V, line 15 Beniamin, line 16 =IouvdaV.  
276 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 125. 
277 Reynolds and Tannenbaum, Jews and God-Fearers, 126. 
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The discovery of the inscribed stele at Aphrodisias has provided much 

information on Jew-pagan interrelationships. It was a fortunate find 

and because such finds are rare in archaeological discoveries, it is not 

possible to say one way or another if Aphrodisias was a community 

where Jews assimilated more readily than other Asian cities. At 

Aphrodisias however, through the value of this inscription, and whilst 

maintaining the cautions already indicated, it is possible to claim that 

Jews were well assimilated into the life of Aphrodisias. They had a 

viable community which had associate members interested enough in 

the religious monotheism of Judaism that they studied the scriptures, 

took up certain aspects of the Jewish law, donated significant funds to 

further the work of the Jewish community, and were not afraid to 

publicly proclaim their association. 

 

7.11 Conclusion 

Throughout this chapter I have considered the evidence of Theos 

Hypsistos using the parameters of geographical proximity to Asia 

Minor and indications of ritual practice. Examples of evidence which 

are exceptions to these parameters have been used to highlight 

important information about cult activity. I have taken the conclusions 

drawn from the previous chapters on the wider cultural environment, 

the religious situation, the indications of pagan monotheism, and 

applied them in this chapter to a study of evidence of the following of 

one, highest god. Throughout this chapter I have examined the 

evidence (mostly inscriptional) of Theos Hypsistos in its various forms, 

and in its relationship with other gods, including the Jewish god. I 

have then looked at the assimilating crossover between pagan 

monotheism and Judaism, and found a space where this was given 

expression. This space is notably evident in the theosebeis of 

Aphrodisias, as discerned through a major inscription. 
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In summary, worship of Theos Hypsistos, the highest god, represented 

monotheism which crossed religious boundaries. Jews and some 

pagans approached god as hypsistos. The substantial amount of 

evidence of Theos Hypsistos in Asia Minor between the first and the 

third centuries CE suggests that its phenomena emerged from a 

common cultural environment.  

In the next chapter, I view the evidence Theos Hypsistos devotion 

within the spectrum of pagan monotheism and at the edges of 

Judaism, in the context of pagan oracle production. I consider from 

within the corpus of pagan oracles those oracles which offer theological 

insight on the nature of god as a means of disseminating monotheistic 

ideas. 



 

335 

 

8. THE VOICE OF THE ORACLE 

 

In this chapter, I move from a discussion of Theos Hypsistos as a 

highest god of pagan monotheism with assimilating edges into 

Judaism, to a study of pagan oracles as a response to the new religious 

situation in Asia Minor. In this thesis, it is the small group of 

theological oracles which expressed pagan monotheism which are of 

interest here.1  

Within pagan religious traditions oracles were a means of 

communication between the divine realm and human beings. The 

people received the communication issued through an oracle as the 

voice of a god. As pagan religion held little written doctrine, the 

surviving oracles give a unique perspective on the way pagans 

understood the gods. The theological oracles from Asia Minor had a 

role in defining the nature of god which crossed cultural groups. The 

question, ‘Who is god?’ emerged from the cultural environment and 

preceded the theological responses.2 The oracle responses were given 

at places where pagans believed the god would hear and answer them. 

In the following sections of this chapter I describe oracles and their 

function in pagan religion. I then discuss Apollo as a god of prophecy 

and the assimilation of the god and his cults in Asia Minor. I then set 

out the oracle industry, including the important sites, the processes of 

consultation with the oracle, the types of messages received, their 

interpretation and dissemination. A case study of the theological oracle 

from Oinoanda in Lykia in southwestern Asia Minor forms part of the 

                                            
1 The main evidence discussed in this chapter is the Oinoanda oracle. I also discuss 

the theological oracle contained in Macrobius Saturnalia 1.18.19-21. See further the 

sources cited in this chapter, section 8.6. 
2 As found in a version of the theological oracle from Oinoanda, sourced in Lactantius 

Divine Institutions 1.7.1 o{ti Qeofivlou tino;V tou:noma to;n =Apovllwna ejrwthvsantoV, su; ei\ 
qeo;V h] a[lloV, e[crhsen ou{twV` a certain person by the name of Theophilos  asked 

Apollo, ‘Are you god or another? He thus pronounced an oracle. 
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discussion. In the next chapter, this oracle will be analysed alongside a 

Christian hymn from the Letter to the Kolossians which provides 

another definition of god.3 This analysis will explore whether the 

definitions of god contained in each example emerge from the same 

cultural environment, draw upon similar formulations and experiences 

to express a highest god.  

 

8.1 Oracles in pagan religion 

In Graeco-Roman religion an oracle is both a mouthpiece of a god and 

it is the communication via the mouthpiece, the words and messages of 

that god. An oracle is both a physical site, and it is the words received. 

These two things are connected. Responses of the oracle given by the 

god came through the medium of a prophet situated in a place in which 

prophetic communication traditionally occurred.4 Parke describes an 

oracle as: “a formal statement from a god, usually given in answer to 

an enquiry, or else the place where such an enquiry could be made.”5 

In terms of describing the difference between ‘oracle’ as the response 

received by the prophet, and the site of the oracle itself, I will use the 

word ‘oracle’ to mean the divine communication, and ‘oracle centre’ to 

mean the place where this happened.6 

                                            
3 Kol. 1.15-20. 
4 Exceptions may occur in certain forms of inductive divination, such as the drawing 

of lots to receive an answer to a question. This type of prophetic communication is 

not connected to a physical place. Prophecy through the drawing of lots happened at 

the oracle centre of Apollo at Hierapolis. Parke, Oracles of Apollo, 181. It is how 

people sometimes determined the will of a god in processes such as political elections. 

See B. C. Dietrich, “Reflections on the Origins of the Oracular Apollo,” Bulletin of the 
Institute of Classical Studies of the University of London 25 (1978): 1; and on 

inductive divination, Robert Flacelière, Greek Oracles, trans. Douglas Garman, 

(London: Elek Books, 1965), 2-4. Even so, the annual election of the prophet at the 

physical site of Didyma was taken by lot, and Apollo was believed to have chosen his 

prophet via that means. Fontenrose, Didyma, 46. 
5 H. W. Parke, Greek Oracles (London: Hutchinson University Press, 1967), 9.  
6 Joseph Fontenrose, Didyma: Apollo’s Oracle, Cult, and Companion (Berkeley and 

Los Angeles, University of California Press, 1988), 3, distinguishes the two as he did 

in his earlier publication, The Delphic Oracle: Its Responses and Operations with a 
Catalogue of Responses (Berkeley, London: University of California Press, 1978), by 

using a capital letter to identify a site (Oracle), and the lower-case word (oracle) for 
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An oracle expressed the communication between a god and people. 

Specifically, an oracle responded to a question asked of a god, or advice 

sought, or prayers delivered. Those who consulted oracle centres could 

be individuals or envoys from cities. Private consultants were 

frequently concerned about health, prosperity, good fortune. Cities 

requested directions in public affairs from the god, the sanctioning of 

statutes, treaties, and business initiatives. Oracle communication 

belonged to the traditions of pagan religion from its earliest days. The 

Greek tragic poet Aischylos powerfully describes the overwhelming 

experience of oracle communication and its implications for human 

beings: 

Kasavndra =Apollon, =Apollon 
   ajguia:t=, ajpovllwn ejmovV. 
   ajpwvlesaV ga;r ouj movliV to; deuvteron... 
   O Apollo, Apollo 

   guardian of the streets,7 laying me waste. 

   For you have quite utterly destroyed me... 

 
Kasavndra ijou; ijouv, w] w] kakav. 

   uJp= au\ me deino;V ojrqomanteivaV povnoV 
   stobei: taravsswn froimivoiV dusfroimivoiV.8 
   Woe, woe, O, O terrible things. 

   Again the fearful toil of true prophecy9 

   abuses me, stirring up openings to unlucky  

   preludes. 

In these short passages from Aischylos’ fifth century BCE tragedy 

Agamemnon, the power and effect of the voice of the oracle is obviously 

                                            
the response. I think this has the potential to become confusing to readers, especially 

at sentence beginnings, and will not follow this convention. 
7 The cult of Apollo =AguieuvV, Apollo as god of the streets or ways, was known in Asia 

Minor in Halikarnassos, IG. 2, Berollini (1895), 2261. The epithet refers to the god’s 

role in urban community, emphasising his hellenistic character. See Daniel Robert 

Miller, “The Origin and Original Nature of Apollo,” (Ph.D. diss., University of 

Pennsylvania, 1939), 46. 
8 Aischylos Agamemnon 1080-83, 1214-16. 
9 Referring to the experience of a genuine prophet/mantis, the ojrqovmantiV, not the 

charlatan type, the yeudovmantiV, nor even the temple staff involved in the process of 

conveying responses to clients.  



 

338 

 

felt by the ill-fated Kasandra, prophet of Apollo. Kasandra had been 

given the prophetic sight, and has been utterly overwhelmed by the 

god. Kasandra, a classical Greek prophet sung by Homeric bards,10 and 

here in Aischylos’ poem, has been Apollo’s vessel, the carrier of his 

word to human beings anxious to hear the god speak. The process 

consumed her and she has resigned herself to fate and inevitable 

death. Kasandra is the mouthpiece of Apollo, the utterer of the god’s 

oracles. She is his mavntiV, mantis, one who serves as a vessel of 

communication between the god and people. Kasandra is blessed with 

Apollo’s gift even as in this piece of famous Attic tragedy the god 

curses her.11 

Kasandra’s experience reflects the attitude of awe and humility before 

the power of the divine that has already been discussed.12 Awe and 

humility and the powerlessness graphically expressed by Aischylos 

were how Graeco-Romans felt towards a god and under the influence of 

a god. 

Oracle centres continued in importance through the centuries into the 

imperial era.13 Oracle centres adapted to the changes in the cultural 

environment, especially the religious situation, survived and 

flourished.14 In Asia Minor oracle centres were important spiritual 

places where the weight of Greek religious tradition melded with the 

                                            
10 Iliad 24.697-706; Odyssey 11.405-434. 
11 Kasandra was the daughter of Priam, king of Troy. Her brother was Paris, whose 

lust for the beautiful Helen instigated the Trojan war. Kasandra became the object of 

Apollo’s desire, and when she refused to have sexual relations with him the god 

cursed her. She continued to have the gift of true prophetic sight (ojrqomanteiva), but 

was cursed by the disbelief of those who heard her words. This caused her torment, 

the knowledge that the god was punishing her, and by extension, those who would 

not understand the truth of the prophetic words she spoke.  
12 Kraabel, “  {UyistoV,” 82-4. 
13 In Asia Minor, Klaros and Didyma are especially notable for their ongoing viability 

in the imperial era. 
14 Especially Klaros, which as Parke, Greek Oracles, 140 says, moved with religious 

thought and changes.  
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new needs of people, their desires to understand the divine and their 

own places in the universe. 

In the improved social and economic conditions of the Roman Empire 

in the second century CE people were freer to explore their spiritual 

consciousness.15 The desire for a more individualised relationship with 

the divine, which accompanied the religious situation, brought a 

different perspective in people seeking divine assistance. The oracle 

centres fulfilled a need in people16 that arose out of the experiences of 

living in this environment. 

Belief in divine providence was the basis of belief in oracles. Although 

there were varying degrees of seriousness with which people took 

oracles,17 there was nonetheless widespread faith in and obedience to 

divine commands. This aspect of pagan piety is evident in the analysis 

of confession texts which I have undertaken. In the confessions people 

responded to the command of a god to publicly make known their 

misdeed, make the necessary atonement, and give honour to the 

punishing god. Obedience is evident in the number of confession steles 

which survive.  

Oracles provide evidence of human reliance on god. People consulted 

oracles over many and varied things, from seeking good fortune for 

crops18 to aversion of plague.19 From the different types of oracles may 

be discerned a recognition that human beings felt their means of 

                                            
15 Parke, Greek Oracles, 141. 
16 Parke, Greek Oracles, 123-24. 
17 Aristodokos reproached the oracle in Herodotos; Oinomaios the Cynic expressed 

dissatisfaction with receiving an oracle response which someone else had been given. 

Eusebios Praep. Ev. 5.21-6.23. 
18 A. Souter, Cl. Rev. 11 (1897), 31; A. Petrie in W. Ramsay, Studies in the History 
and Art of the Eastern Roman Provinces, 128, 200, on a local family enquiring of a 

method to ensure prosperity of crops. 
19 Three plague oracles of Klaros comes from Pergamon, Kallipolis and Caesarea 

Troketta – K. Buresch (1889), 101 ff.; IGRR 4.1498. 
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controlling their lives was limited. Fate, or destiny, really was in the 

hands of the gods. 

 

8.2 Apollo as god of prophecy 

The prophetic function of Apollo was his most widely accessed role in 

antiquity. It is recalled in popular discourse even today. Oracle centres 

in Asia Minor remain as imposing archaeological features in the 

landscape.20 Literary references affirm the significance which the 

ancients placed upon the message and meaning of oracles.21 The 

ubiquitous inscriptional evidence of oracle responses contributes to our 

understanding of the value people placed in prophecy and the 

authority of Apollo in antiquity. 

In most of the oracle centres throughout the ancient world Apollo was 

the main god honoured, the one from whom the prophetic word was 

received. Apollo’s prominence in the prophetic role is affirmed through 

the evidence of the sites.22 Oracle centres of Apollo and the 

prophesying cults of Apollo at these sites were spread throughout the 

Graeco-Roman world.23 Everywhere that his cult spread, throughout 

mainland Greece and Asia Minor, features of local, indigenous cults 

                                            
20 Tourist websites promote Klaros and Didyma as ‘must see’ places to visit in 

Turkey. The vast archaeological site of Didyma, with its imposing twelve columned 

pronaos still stands, despite its ruined state, as a testimony to the importance of the 

oracle centres in Asia Minor. 
21 Examples from classical Greek authors abound. The opening scene of Euripides 

Iphigeneia in Tauris, where the priest Kalchas, enquiring about the readiness of 

Agamemnon’s ships to sail to Troy, received the response that the success of the 

voyage required the ritual sacrifice of Agamemnon’s daughter Iphigeneia. This scene 

sets up the significance of the messages received from the gods in Greek tradition. 
22 From the site of Didyma in Asia Minor, there are an extant record of 61 responses, 

36 of which are considered authentic Apolline oracles. All but three of these are 

inscriptions. The evidence from Didyma exceeds all other centres except Delphi in 

number of surviving oracles. Fontenrose, Didyma, 173. 
23 Outside of Asia Minor, major oracle centres of Apollo existed at Delphi and Delos 

in Greece. 
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and oracle centres became acculturated into the universal, Hellenistic 

Apollo.24  

Apollo was not only a god of prophecy. Like other figures of Graeco-

Roman religion he operated in many spheres of divine influence.25 

When I was a child I read colourfully illustrated mythologies of 

Ancient Greece and Rome and I learned that Apollo was a sun god who 

drove his golden chariot across the sky bringing light and daytime to 

the world beneath his realm.26 The discs of the chariot were the sun, 

and the god drove the sun chariot with magnificent horses from the 

east to the west. When the journey was completed each day and the 

fire of his passing over, Apollo’s sister Artemis (or Diana of Roman 

mythology as I knew her then), would drive her silver chariot across 

the sky allowing cool darkness to cover the face of the world, lit by the 

beautiful silver discs of the moon, her chariot wheels. 

This one thread of myth reveals the nature of Apollo as a god of the 

high heavens, bringer of light, master of the sun, in relationship to 

divine sister Artemis,27 herself identified as the moon, even if in a 

                                            
24 Dietrich, “Reflections on the Origins of the Oracular Apollo,” 5, who refers to this 

process as “contamination” of sites. I prefer to use terms associated with assimilation 

when considering the cultural crossover between Hellenistic and indigenous aspects 

because of the negative associations with the word ‘contamination’ and the elitist 

notion of pure versus unclean. 
25 Marcel Detienne, “Forgetting Delphi Between Apollo and Dionysus,” Classical 
Philology 96 no. 2 (2001): 148, says myths may lose meaning when gods are endowed 

with actions and attributes that are specific and unchanging. The result he says, is: 

“static pantheons inhabited by agent-gods.” Examples are Apollo as sun god, 

Dionysos as wine god. Cultural assimilation of the gods to the environments in which 

they inhabited preserved the richness and depth of pagan religion, including the 

adaptation of gods to new situations as they moved with the people. Despite what our 

modern mind may think, the gods adapted to many functions.  
26 Miller, “The Origin and Original Nature of Apollo,” 26 names a general 

identification of Apollo with Helios, a sun god. Connections may be made here with 

Theos Hypsistos, whose dwelling is in the highest ether and to whom an oracle of 

Apollo prescribes worship toward the ascending sun. See oracle of Oinoanda study 

below. The Apollo-Helios connection in Asia Minor is noted mostly in the third 

century CE. 
27 Apollo and Artemis were identified as siblings in Hesiod Theogony 918. The pair 

were unified in worship in Asia Minor, sharing sanctuary space. See Miller, “The 

Origin and Original Nature of Apollo,” 65. A colossal statue of Artemis was found in 

the main temple at Klaros, along with the cult statue of Apollo and another of Leto. 
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homogenised children’s book of Greek and Roman mythology. This is 

the same god who ruled the oracle centres and communicated through 

his prophet to the people who worshipped him, who came to him for 

answers, wisdom, hope. Elsewhere we learn that Apollo was a bringer 

of plague as well as an averter from danger,28 a healer,29 a god of 

music,30 a guardian of streets,31 among many other identifications.  

This multiplicity of roles and areas of influence might at first appear 

contradictory. In places Apollo is a celestial god,32 in others a chthonic 

god.33 A god of healing and a god who delivers plague do not appear to 

be complementary.34 Neither does a god of the streets and ways and a 

wolf god35 seem to have any connection. However, these seeming 

contradictions are representative of the diversity of pagan polytheism, 

                                            
28 Iliad 1.44 ff., in which Homer acknowledges Apollo as sender and averter of 

disease. This is summarised in the general epithet =AlexivkakoV, as in Pausanias 1.3.4. 
Miller, “The Origin and Original Nature of Apollo,” 53 and elsewhere thinks this is 

an important designation and reflects the primary nature of Apollo. Interestingly, 

Apollo in northwestern Asia Minor was revered as SmivnqeuV, mouse god, at Chyrsa, 

Strabo 13.1.47-8 and Tenedos, Strabo 13.1.46. Mice were carved into cult statues of 

the god. Miller, 36 suggests that Apollo became known as sender and averter of 

mouse plagues. 
29 Apollo is known by the epithet =AkevsioV, from ajkevomai, to heal or cure, in Pausanias 

6.24.6; as =IatrovV, physician, in Lykophron Kasandra 1207, and Aristophanes Aves 

585; and as =IatrovmantiV, physician and seer, in Aischylos Eumenides 62. 
30 Odyssey 8.488; Hesiod Theogony 94-5. The cult statue of Apollo at Klaros despicts 

the god with a lyre. 
31 Aischylos Agamemnon 1082; Pausanias 1.31.6. 
32 The celestial aspect of Apollo is preserved by Homer in his poems: Apollo is Foi:boV 
Phoibos, or Foi:boV =Apovllwn, Phoibos Apollon. This description means ‘bright,’ 

‘radiant,’ fitting a god whose realm is the high heavens. Cook, Zeus, Vol. 2, 500 says 

Phoibos Apollon as presented in Homer, is the original name of the god. He also says 

that the name may refer to any god of the bright, shining sky, not only Apollo. Miller, 

“The Origin and Original Nature of Apollo,” 51 affirms that in Apollo’s original 

nature he was a celestial god. 
33 Pausanias Description of Greece 10.32.6. Pausanias describes a cave dwelling 

Apollo – an uncharacteristically chthonic state, who fills with an ecstasy of madness 

those who tend the trees near his cave when they touch his cult statue. They then 

riot in the tree groves before entering the nearby city of Magnesia, where they meet 

Dionysos in the agora. See Detienne, “Forgetting Delphi,” 153.  
34 Miller, “The Origin and Original Nature of Apollo,” 39 alerts us to the ancient 

perspective of illness and disease being caused by the displeasure of a god. A placated 

god would therefore remove the disease. There is a connection, even if illogical to 

modern thinking. Again, the process which brought about the confession steles in 

Asia Minor may be related to this attitude. 
35 Apollo as LuvkeioV, an epithet derived from luvkoV, wolf, is found in Pausanias 

1.19.3; 2.9.7; 2.19.3. 
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of links which from a post-enlightenment perspective are not easily 

made. The many functions of Apollo show that the god adapted to the 

context of the people who worshipped and served him. The many 

names and roles of Apollo reflect the capacity of his cults for 

assimilation. They provide insight into the richness of pagan 

polytheism. In its many forms with its many gods with multiple 

functions and the capacity for change, polytheism was never static, 

despite the seeming unmoving character of embedded religious 

traditions.36 

Apollo’s significant role in polytheistic religion aside, in this chapter I 

locate Apollo as god of prophecy in the context of pagan monotheism. 

In a monotheistic context, Apollo was not himself the highest god, but 

was part of the hierarchical structure that enabled the highest god to 

be known to the human world and through whom access to the highest 

god made possible. 

Miller’s study of Apollo in his various roles and guises informs the 

apparent contradictions and multiple manifestations of the god, and 

help us to view these as an assimilative process as the god moved with 

the people who honoured him. In this early and comprehensive study 

Miller establishes first the geographical origin of Apollo.37 He then 

seeks to discover the original nature of the god through analysis of the 

various functions of Apollo evident in epithets in literature and 

epigraphy, monuments, and location of evidence. Miller concludes that 

the original nature of Apollo can be discerned through the sources 

naming Apollo. The original nature distinguishes the essential entity 

of the god from the multiple representations of the god as received and 

                                            
36 North, “Development of Religious Pluralism,” 178-9 describes the embeddedness of 

traditional pagan religion. 
37 Miller, “The Origin and Original Nature of Apollo,” 16 determines that the god 

originated in Hyperborea (a generic designation for a land in the north), before 

migrating with the people to Greece, then Asia. Fontenrose, Didyma, 172, and Parke, 

“Oracles of Apollo,” 183, both prefer an Asian ancestry, based on the prominent place 

in the ancient world of the Asian oracle centres.  
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known in human communities. A weakness of Miller’s thesis is his 

methodological limitation of discounting any function as being original 

to the nature of the god unless it can be proven to share in the 

northern ancestry of Apollo. This limitation obscures important 

aspects of the god such as prophecy, which was a dominant function in 

Asia.  

The movement through the layers of myth, the many aspects of Apollo, 

leads to the prophetic role which is of interest here. Prophecy was 

attributed to the god through his association with music, his mastery 

over animals,38 and his role as ajlexikavkoV, averter and protector. 

People considered the gift of music, like prophecy, to be directly 

influenced by a god.39 Animals were used in divination, linking them 

with primitive prophecy.40 As averter and protector, Apollo was the 

deity to whom prayer for aversion of disease must be offered and 

appeasement sought when disease had been sent.41 This developed into 

the prophetic function of the god. 

Prophecy was a universal phenomenon among the gods and therefore 

it is complex tracing this function to the original nature of Apollo.42 

Other gods had oracles. Herodotos reports that the oracle of Zeus at 

Dodona was the oldest and at one time only, oracle in Greece.43 The 

title crhsthvrioV, oracular, prophetic, is applicable to any god from 

whose shrine came the successful interpretation of omens, divinations 

                                            
38 This aspect of Apollo is reflected in his identification as archer, Iliad 9.404, which 

is both a war and a hunting epithet. With the bow, Apollo tamed animals. He is also 

known as SmivnqeuV, mouse, Strabo 13.1.47-8; LuvkeioV, wolf, both protector of herds 

and enemy and destroyer of wolves, Pausanias 2.9.6, Miller, “The Origin and 

Original Nature of Apollo,” 36-7; DelfivnioV, dolphin, Strabo 4.1.4. 
39 Homeric Hymn to Muses and Apollo 25.2; Homeric Hymn to Artemis 27.15; Pindar 

Pythian Odes 1.2,12; 5.59. 
40 For example, Cicero De Divinitatione 1.2 on the use of animals in the quest for 

prophetic sight.  
41 Reinhold Merkelbach and Josef Stauber, “Die Orakel des Apollon von Klaros,” EA 
27 (1996): 11-13, no. 4; M. L. West, “Oracles of Apollo Kareios. A Revised Text,” ZPE 
1 (1967): 184-85 no. 2b is in response to plague. This oracle will be set out and 

studied further below. 
42 Miller, “The Origin and Original Nature of Apollo,” 43. 
43 Herodotos 2.52. 



 

345 

 

and ecstatic utterances. In Asia Minor, there were indigenous oracle 

centres in existence before the arrival of Apollo. It may well be that the 

success of Apollo’s oracles authorised his claim to prophecy, rather 

than prophecy being an original function of the god. Whether original 

to the nature of the god or otherwise, prophecy must have become a 

dominant function early on, certainly as Apollo manifested throughout 

Asia Minor.  

 

8.3 The assimilation of Apollo in Asia Minor 

The changing profile of Apollo as his cults spread through Asia Minor 

shows that gods and their followers were subject to the cultural 

processes of assimilation. I take the position that Apollo was a late 

comer to Asia Minor whose cults assimilated and adapted to the 

cultural environment.44 Through the early pre-common era as groups 

of people migrated into Greece and beyond, they brought their culture 

and religions.45 Through the migratory processes gods and people were 

closely connected. As Apollo moved into Asia Minor he took over the 

functions of local gods. In Asia Minor, cult fusion occurred at sites 

where there were prophetic traditions associated with local gods.46 

Apollo was always a superior deity to the indigenous gods, even if not 

the highest. As such he usurped the roles of the indigenous gods in the 

communities in which he arrived. The result of pandemic Apollo’s 

                                            
44 I say this after analysing Miller’s evidence of the spread of Apollo’s cult, in addition 

to the early take-over of Apollo of the centre of Delphi in Greece, and from texts such 

as contained in the much later third century CE Lactantius Divine Institutions 1.7 

who names Apollo an invader: Apollo enim, quem praeter caeteros divinum, 

maximeque fatidicum existimant, Colophone respondens, quod Delphis emigraverat, 

amoenitate ductus Asiae – Apollo indeed whom they think divine beyond others, and 
the greatest prophet, responding from Colophon, because he moved away from 
Delphi, being led by the pleasantness of Asia. 
45 In the phase known as the ‘Dorian invasion,’ (possibly as early as the twelfth and 

eleventh centuries BCE) groups of people which included the culturally distinct 

Dorians, Aiolians and Ionians left the ‘north’ and entered Greece, the Mediterranean 

and Asia Minor. These people brought their gods and cults with them.  
46 Parke, Oracles of Apollo, 180. 
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appearance for indigenous cults wherever he arrived was the fusing of 

cults and appending of indigenous epithets to the Hellenistic name of 

Apollo. The fusing of cults occurred in processes that were concurrent 

with the fusing of cultures: Helladic Greece, Krete, Asia Minor and the 

cultures of the early northern invaders.47 This meant that cult fusion 

happened much earlier than the period discussed in this study. If as I 

understand, Apollo came to Asia with the incoming people from beyond 

Asia Minor in the period of cultural fusion, then cults of Apollo in Asia 

Minor had already undergone significant processes of assimilation by 

the beginning of the first century CE. I also note the ongoing nature of 

assimilative processes, and that initial assimilation of Apollo with 

resident indigenous deities continued to develop as the human cultural 

environments adapted to changes over time. 

 

8.4 Apollo at Hierapolis 

An example of the assimilation of the Hellenistic Apollo with an 

indigenous oracle centre and the fusing of cults is shown at Hierapolis. 

Hierapolis in Phrygia was known for its hot underground waters and 

its carwvneion, charoneion, or ploutwvnion, ploutonion, a cavern filled 

with toxic vapours.48 This was viewed in antiquity as an entrance to 

the underworld. Both Strabo49 and Cassius Dio50 attest to the toxicity 

of vapours emitted from the aperture after throwing birds into the 

vapour to see if they died. By the end of the fifth century CE the 

philosopher Damaskios visited the site and reported that the aperture 

had been built over, and that a temple of Apollo covered it.51 The 

                                            
47 Miller, “The Origin and Original Nature of Apollo,” 12. 
48 Iamblichos De Mysteriis 4.1; Pliny Natural History 2.207; Cicero De Divinatione 
1.79. 
49 Strabo 13.4.14 mentions the deaths of bulls and birds, (and interestingly, the 

enduring capacity of Gallic eunuchs!). 
50 Cassius Dio 68.27.2-4 on the death of every living thing that encountered the 

pneu:ma deinovn, terrible vapour. 
51 Damaskios ap. Phot. Bibl. 344B 35. 
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report of Damaskios was confirmed by excavations of the site in 1963.52 

More recent excavations at Hierapolis also confirm the ancient 

account.53 An early third century CE temple was discovered built over 

Hellenistic foundations, with the aperture present. 

At Hierapolis the meeting of the indigenous Kareios with the 

Hellenistic Apollo happened and oracles were delivered in the name of 

Apollo Kareios,54 then later, Lairbenos.55 The temple of Apollo 

Lairbenos near Hierapolis was a site with a cluster of evidence on 

public confessions.56 As I am seeking evidence for pagan monotheism 

in this study, I link the proximity of the confession steles, which I have 

previously connected with monotheistic attitudes and practices57 to the 

oracle centre at Hierapolis as further building a context for the 

development of pagan monotheism. 

There exist inscriptions of a prophetic tradition of Apollo at Hierapolis, 

but no literary references.58 Several inscriptional sources connect 

Apollo at Hierapolis with Klaros.59 These inscriptions refer both to 

Apollo in relation to Kareios and to Klarios. However, it was the Apollo 

who was initially connected with Delphi who came to Hierapolis.60 The 

                                            
52 Parke, Oracles of Apollo, 181. The archaeological reports on the excavations are in 

G. Carettoni, “Scavo del tempio di Apollo a Hierapolis (Rapporto Preliminare),” Ann. 
Sc. Arch. Atene, 61-62 (1963/4): 411-33; J. M. Cook and J. D. Blackman, 

Archaeological Reports for 1970-71; E. Akurgal, Ancient Civilizations and Ruins of 
Turkey, (Istanbul, 1969). 
53 See report by Francesco D’Andria, “Hierapolis of Phrygia: Its Evolution in 

Hellenistic and Roman Times,” JRA Supplementary Series 45 (2001): 96-115. 

Excavations at Hierapolis are ongoing. 
54 Merkelbach and Stauber, 11, no. 4 line 16 refers to Kareios, but not as giver of 

advice in this instance. Rather his inclusion is to provide what Lane Fox, Pagans and 
Christians, 234 describes as, “a touch of civic flattery.” 
55 Parke, Oracles of Apollo, 183. 
56 Ricl, “A Forgotten Confession-Inscription,” 36. 
57 In Chapter Five. 
58 Parke, Oracles of Apollo, 171. The inscriptions on reused stones were found in the 

walls of the third century CE temple of Apollo. One inscription is dated the late 

second to early first centuries BCE. Merkelbach and Stauber, 11-16, nos. 3-7 contain 

inscriptions found at Hierapolis. See also West, “Oracles of Apollo Kareios,” 183-7, 

including bibliography. 
59 Merkelbach and Stauber, 11, 14, 15 nos. 4, 5, 6. 
60 Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 234 – through an early Seleukid colony. Events 

such as Pythian games were celebrated at Hierapolis. A significant inscription from 
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Klaros-Hierapolis connection was likely to have occurred through the 

rise in prominence of the cult of Apollo Klarios through exposure of the 

people of Hierapolis to the wider environment through trade, travel, 

political movements.61  

When Apollo arrived at Hierapolis his Hellenistic identity took over 

the prophetic functions of the centre as a superior deity. This was the 

pattern of his arrival at indigenous religious sites. Features of the 

indigenous cults of Kareios and Lairbenos continued, fused with the 

Hellenistic Apollo, making the appearance of Apollo at Hierapolis 

unique, adapted for the communities which accessed the site.62 

Iconographically, the double axe reflects the indigenous Phrygian god, 

and the youthful Apollo with lyre reflects the Hellenistic Apollo.63 The 

distinctiveness of Apollo at Hierapolis is shown in the types of oracles 

from the site. These were similar in style to those issued from Klaros 

and Didyma, but different in tone. The oracle already cited64 which 

was a response to the widespread plague in Asia Minor, is particularly 

elusive, and Parke says, less formal.65 

Some texts from Hierapolis appear less sophisticated than those issued 

from the larger centres in Asia Minor. One of these included a generic, 

pre-made response for use by drawing lots. This, Parke says, was a 

feature of southwestern Asia Minor.66 The response comprised of 24 

                                            
Hierapolis, West, “Oracles of Apollo Kareios,” 184-85 no. 2b; Merkelbach and 

Stauber, 11-13 no. 4, provide details of the wrath of the gods, especially Gaia, at the 

slaying of Python, affirming a connection with the oracle centre of Delphi. 
61 Yet Hierapolis does not appear to be a regular client of the oracle at Klaros. 
62 I am unconvinced that Apollo Kareios was worshipped alongside the Hellenistic, or 

“classical” Apollo, as Huttner, Early Christianity, 47 suggests happened at 

Hierapolis. Rather it was an assimilated Apollo who emerged at Hierapolis, 

overtaking the functions of Kareios, with both indigenous and Hellenistic 

characteristics. I base this on the record of the distinct oracular texts of Hierapolis, 

which were of a different tone than those given by the Hellenistic Apollo at Klaros 

and Didyma. 
63 Huttner, Early Christianity, 46-7. 
64 Merkelbach and Stauber, 11-13, no. 4; West, “Oracles of Apollo Kareios,” 184-85 no. 

2b. 
65 Parke, Oracles of Apollo, 183. 
66 Parke, Oracles of Apollo, 181. 



 

349 

 

sentences each of a single hexameter. The outcomes reported were 

vague – success, failure.67 This type of oracle response may be likened 

to the horoscope section in the daily newspaper. No matter what star 

sign you happen to be, the same outcomes are predicted to happen.  

The metrical construction for oracles from Hierapolis was hexameters. 

Hexameters, as will be discussed in the section below on an oracle of 

Apollo from Oinoanda, were the usual construction of response given 

consultants from oracle centres throughout Asia Minor.68  

This brief study of the appearance of the cult of Apollo at Hierapolis 

shows the assimilative capacity of an oracle centre in a changing 

cultural environment. The indigenous Kareios and Lairbenos were 

assimilated with the Hellenistic Apollo at Hierapolis. Features of 

Kareios and Lairbenos continued to serve the people who accessed the 

oracle centre for advice. The pattern of the fusion of these cults reflects 

the processes of Hellenisation, which as has been discussed, was 

tolerant of indigenous culture.69 The geographical environment of the 

oracle centre at Hierapolis was also located where other practices 

associated with pagan monotheism have been documented. 

 

8.5 Oracle centres in Asia Minor  

 

The major two oracle centres in Asia Minor were Klaros and Didyma. 

Less well-known sites in Asia Minor included, apart from Hierapolis, 

Lagina, Panamara, Gryneion, Patara. In each of these places when the 

Hellenistic identity of Apollo occupied the sites, oracles were spoken in 

the name of Apollo. The most evidence of oracle centres in the Graeco-

Roman world exists for the three sites of Delphi, Klaros and Didyma. 

                                            
67 Merkelbach and Stauber, 15, no. 7; Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 236. 
68 Not however, from Delphi. 
69 Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora, 88. 
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Scholarship by Parke,70 Fontenrose,71 and Flacelière72 is foundational 

to the study of oracles and oracle centres in the Graeco-Roman world. 

More recently, Aude Busine has produced several studies on the 

oracles of Apollo and the oracle centres.73 Her Paroles d’Apollon is a 

comprehensive study of the three major oracle centres of Delphi, 

Didyma and Klaros, the oracle responses issued and the functioning of 

the sanctuaries.74 

In his On the Mysteries, the late third century CE writer Iamblichos 

names Delphi, Didyma and Klaros as the most well-known sites in the 

world.75 Iamblichos comes at the end of the period studied here.76 He is 

however, invaluable as a source on the practical functioning of oracle 

sites and processes. When he wrote the On the Mysteries it was about 

a century before the end of oracle activity in the major centres in Asia 

Minor.77 The date Iamblichos wrote makes Busine think that he 

perceived a slowing down of the oracle centres. From this, she suggests 

that Iamblichos provides a theoretical interpretation of the divination 

process rather than an actual account.78 This interpretation served his 

Neoplatonic philosophic point of view.79 

                                            
70 Parke, Greek Oracles and The Oracles of Apollo in Asia Minor. 
71 Fontenrose, Didyma, and Delphic Oracle. 
72 Flacelière, Greek Oracles. 
73 Aude Busine, Paroles d’Apollon: Pratiques et traditions oraculaires dans l’antique 
tardive (IIe – VIe siecle), Religions of the Graeco-Roman World 156 (Leiden, Boston: 

Brill, 2005); and “La consultation de l’oracle d’Apollon dans le discours de 

Jamblique,” Kernos 15 (2002): 187-98. 
74 The date range, to the sixth century CE means some material is beyond the scope 

of this thesis. 
75 Triw:n de; toutwni; diwnuvmwn crhsthrivwn ejmnhmovneusaV, oujc o{ti movna ejntau:qa, polu; 
ga;r pleivona uJph:rce ta; paraleipovmena` ajll= ejpei; proei:ce tw:n a[llwn tau:ta... kai; hJmei:V 
ou\n peri; tw:n triw:n touvtwn poihsovmeqa lovgon, to;n peri; tw:n pollw:n manteivwn lovgon 
uJperbavnteV -  Having called to mind these three oracle centres (Klaros, Didyma and 

Delphi), but not only these, for there were many more which have been left out; but 
of these others... and therefore we have made an argument for these three, which 
surpass all other oracle places. 
76 On the Mysteries was composed between 280-305 CE. 
77 Fontenrose, Didyma, 22.  
78 Busine, “La consultation,” 197. 
79 Busine, “La consultation,” 197. 
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Fontenrose however, thinks that there would have been little change 

in mantic operations in six centuries.80 He can find no evidence to 

support any such change. If this is the case, Iamblichos’ account may 

be considered most valuable in discerning oracle operations in Asia. 

The writing of Iamblichos reflects a platonic philosophical conception 

of the universe with a hierarchical construction populated by levels of 

divine beings.81 His view is congruent with the philosophical 

background to pagan monotheism, which I have outlined in Chapter 

Six using Plato’s Timaios. 

Iamblichos was a Neoplatonist philosopher who differed from the 

major figures of the movement, Porphyry (d.305 CE) and Plotinus 

(d.270 CE), by his belief that contact with the divine could be achieved 

through the medium of theurgic rites, ceremonies and mysteries of 

initiation.82 Iamblichos was instrumental in moving Platonism from a 

philosophy to a religion. He emphasised this shift in his works by 

elevating theurgy, the use of religious ritual to demonstrate 

supernatural power, over theology.83 This movement began to happen 

in the third century, and by the fourth century it had produced a 

sophisticated monotheistic religion which engaged with, and was at 

the same time in conflict with Christianity.84  

In Chapter Three of his On the Mysteries, Iamblichos provides 

extensive information not only on the oracle sites, but also the 

processes and means of oracular communication, which I will outline 

                                            
80 Fontenrose, Didyma, 79. 
81 John T. Fitzgerald (ed.), Iamblichos: On the Mysteries Writings from the Greco-

Roman World, (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), xx writes of Iamblichos 

that he: “ramified hierarchy of levels of being (many identified with traditional gods 

and minor divinities), which is a feature of the later Athenian Platonism of Syrianus 

and Proclus.” 
82 A Dictionary of Greek and Roman Biography and Mythology, William Smith (ed.), 

(London: John Murray, 1873), heading under ‘Iamblichus.’ Accessed through Perseus 

Tufts Database.  
83 Fitzgerald, Iamblichos: On the Mysteries, xx-xxvii. 
84 Fitzgerald, Iamblichos: On the Mysteries, xxii says that Iamblichos took no notice 

of Christianity, while Porphyry was an active oponent.  
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below. Iamblichos drew on the material of Porphyry when compiling 

his account of oracular operations.85 In his Letter to Anebo, Porphyry 

alludes to the oracle processes at Didyma, Klaros and Delphi, which 

Iamblichos is likely to have drawn on.86 The On the Mysteries is 

possibly a response to Porphyry’s letter. 

When making use of Iamblichos in this discussion, I am mindful of his 

perspective as a philosopher, not an historian, in an environment when 

conflict between pagan cults and Christianity was beginning to appear. 

 

8.5.1 Oracle centres at Klaros and Didyma 

Both Klaros and Didyma are impressive physical sites. Klaros is 

located in Lydia, just inland near Kolophon, Magnesia and Smyrna. It 

is set in a deep river valley and surrounded by rich alluvial soil. A 

spring with waters reputed to have special properties, the source of 

prophetic inspiration, is located underneath.87  

Didyma is situated 15-20 kilometres from the city of Miletos, on the 

coast in Karia. It was built on top of a stony ridge which overlooked the 

sea. The site was huge and enclosed an entire village as well as a 

sacred grove. Most of the population of the village was involved in the 

workings of the centre. The source of prophetic inspiration at Didyma 

was also water, but unlike Klaros, the prophet inhaled the vapours 

from the water rather than drinking it.88  

                                            
85 Porphyry Letter to Anebo 14. See Fontenrose, Didyma, 79. 
86 Porphyry Letter to Anebo 5. 
87 Iamblichos On the Mysteries 3.11: oiJ de; u{dwr piovnteV, kaqavper oJ ejn kolofw:ni iJereu;V 
tou: klarivou... to; dh; ejn kolofw:ni mantei:on oJmologei:tai para; pa:si di= u{datoV crhmativzein 
– some drinking water, just like the priest of Klaros in Kolophon... it is agreed by all 
that the oracle centre in Kolophon gives response by means of water.  
88 Iamblichos On the Mysteries 3.11: oiJ d= ejx uJdavtwn ajtmizovmenoi, kaqavper aiJ ejn 
BragcivdaiV profhvtideV – others inhaling vapour from the water, just like the female 

prophets in Branchidai. Branchidai was the original name of the oracle centre at 

Didyma. The name referred to a priestly family which had authority over the temple 

and oracle functioning before 494 BCE when the Archaic temple was destroyed by 
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Klaros and Didyma were originally rural sanctuaries with indigenous 

prophetic gods inhabiting the sites. The centres became increasingly 

popular as sites of pilgrimage and prophetic consultation as the 

invading Hellenistic culture became dominant. Consequently, nearby 

Kolophon exercised governmental control over Klaros, and similarly 

Miletos gained governance over Didyma.89 

Imperial patronage benefitted these oracle centres publicly and 

financially.90 Both Trajan91 (98-117 CE) and Hadrian (117-138 CE)92 

became priests of the Didymaean Apollo.93 In the early third century 

with the encouragement of the emperor Caracalla (198 -211 CE) the 

Klarian Apollo spread widely in influence and prestige.94 In the fourth 

century the centres underwent revival in the reign of Julian (361-

363).95 

Klaros reached a peak in the mid third century. Its success throughout 

the first three imperial centuries was, Parke says, attributable to a 

capacity and willingness to transform itself, “To fit the new spirit of 

the age.”96 I describe this as the assimilative response of the oracle 

centre to the new religious situation. Didyma, which shared many 

operational characteristics with Delphi, was a more conservative 

                                            
the Persians. A foundation myth suggests Branchos was the first speaker of oracles 

at the site. According to Varro in Lactantius Plac. Theb. 8.198, Apollo gave Branchos 

a staff and crown. The name ‘Didyma’ was used from about 450 BCE. The the staff of 

Apollo, believed to have been given to Branchos, was a symbol of the prophetic power 

at Didyma. 
89 Parke, Oracles of Apollo, 112. 
90 Fontenrose, Didyma, 25, 50-51 names Didyma as among eight sites, including 

Artemis at Ephesos, exempt from an imperial prohibition against receiving monetary 

gifts.  
91 DI 318. 
92 DI 494.2-3. 
93 Fontenrose, Didyma, 50-51, says these were honorary roles. Neither emperor ever 

presided over a mantic session. 
94 Parke, Oracles of Apollo, 162. 
95 Fontenrose, Didyma, 25. 
96 Parke, Greek Oracles, 140. 
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centre than Klaros.97 Busine says that Didyma received more private 

enquiries, while Klaros received more civic delegations.98 Both Didyma 

and Klaros peaked in prophetic activity and visual splendour in the 

middle of the third century.99 Prophetic activity continued at Klaros 

and Didyma until the end of the third century CE.100 

By around the year 250 CE local oracle centres throughout Asia Minor 

other than Klaros and Didyma had ceased to function.101 

 

8.5.2 Prophetic processes at Klaros and Didyma 

As I have given a brief overview of the sites of Klaros and Didyma, I 

now turn to the processes involved in consulting a god through an 

oracle centre, and the prophetic processes that produced an oracular 

response. The textual evidence, which is mostly inscriptional, and 

investigation of the architectural structure of the oracular sanctuary 

itself, give insight into the prophetic processes at oracle centres in the 

ancient world. Whilst texts are informative, it is the architecture that 

confirms or refutes the textual evidence on the oracular processes in 

which a god spoke to human beings through a prophet. Archaeological 

interpretation of the sites reveals much about what went on in what 

otherwise might seem to be mysterious religious activities.  

Visitors arriving at Klaros and Didyma in the first three imperial 

centuries encountered busy, highly functional and efficient 

environments. The business of oracle consultation and delivery of 

responses was ritualised and ordered. Many personnel were involved 

                                            
97 Parke, Greek Oracles, 140; Fontenrose, Didyma, 78-9. On the influence of Delphi 

on Didyma see also Busine, Paroles d’Apollon, and C. Morgan, “Divination and 

Society at Delphi and Didyma,” Hermathena 147 (1989): 36-9.  
98 Busine, Paroles d’Apollon, 126-7. 
99 Fontenrose, Didyma, 175. By 250 CE almost all the buildings at Didyma were 

completed on this massive site and all the sub-cults present. 
100 Parke, Oracles of Apollo, 98. 
101 Parke, Oracles of Apollo, 92. 
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in the business.102 Consultants could be either individuals, small 

groups, or envoys from cities. Envoys from cities included bands of 

musicians, child dancers103 and civic representatives. Repeated visitors 

to oracle centres were known as clients.104 They could come from any 

social position. Each visitor was expected to conform to the ritual 

requirements of oracle consultation. This included the private 

devotions of individuals and the public offerings of a city.105 

Oracle responses were also subject to financial investment from the 

consultant, and the type of response received was related to the level of 

investment and the material means of the consultant. Standardised 

questions and formulaic responses were frequent,106 especially for 

those with limited finances to contribute to the process. Financial 

investment was traditionally known as the offering of a pevlanoV, 

pelanos. The background meaning of the pelanos is a cake offered to 

the gods made of meal, oil and honey.107 In addition, votive sacrifices108 

were expected, animal offerings,109 communion meal,110 and prayers of 

the consultant.  

                                            
102 See Ricl, “Society and Economy,” 80-91 on the complex structure of personnel in 

rural temples in Asia Minor. As previously stated, the bounds of Didyma enclosed an 

entire village of people who were involved in the staffing of the huge oracle centre. 

Large oracle centres supported a community of people who lived and worked there, 

as well as the numerous visitors. 
103 See oracle from Hierapolis set out below. 
104 Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 233 names the city of Pergamon as the most 

favoured of Klaros’ city clients. Appropriately the city received an elaborate oracular 

response in the form of an archaic hymn composed in hexameters in recognition of its 

status. Buresch, (1889) 70; IGRR 4.360. 
105 Fontenrose, Didyma, 63.  
106 Busine, Paroles d’Apollon, 89-93. 
107 LSJ, sf., a mixture offered to the gods.  
108 The fiavlh, fialē, a broad, flat vessel used to boil liquids, and to offer libations, also 

used as a cinerary urn, was a common votive offering to Apollo. 
109 Fontenrose, Didyma, 63-4. Sheep, goats, bovine cattle (not horses). 
110 Fontenrose, Didyma, 63, refers the reader to Iliad 1.447-474 – a lengthy sacrificial 

meal of carefully prepared meat, wine and scattered barley, with prayers to Phoibos 

Apollo in the proximity of his altar, as the kind of communion meal expected as a 

sacrificial offering by consultants in the oracle centres of Asia Minor. 
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An oracle of Apollo from Hierapolis provides information on the 

process of consulting the oracle at Klaros.111 The context was a serious 

plague which affected Asia Minor in the 160s CE. The cause of the 

plague was believed to be the anger of the gods, and appeasement 

must be made in the form of sacrifices. In addition, statues of Apollo 

Klarios as archer112 were to be set up at all the city gates.  

21 aujta;r ejph;n meilixamevnwn ajpo; kh:reV i{kwntai   
22 pai:daV parqenikh/:sin oJmou: Kolofw:na nevesqai   
23 molpou;V su;n loibh:/sin ejfivemai hjd= eJkatovmbaiV   
24 profronevwV ejpei: h\ mavla pollavkiV u[mme sawvsaV   
25 ou[tinoV ejk dhmoi:o lavcon menoeikevoV ai\san`113 

But after having come and having appeased (the gods) from ruin 

send back to Kolophon girl and boy singers together with drink 

offerings already having sent hecatombs willingly since it was 

very often you were saved but nothing was seen of a satisfying 

meat portion. 

In this oracle instruction is given on how to form a delegation to go to 

Klaros. When the required sacrifice had been made, a delegation 

comprising of girl and boy musicians, hecatombs (one hundred 

sacrificial animals), and drink offerings should go to Klaros. From line 

25 it seems that a sacrificial meat offering to the god had been lacking 

from the citizens of Hierapolis. The Apollo who issued this oracle was 

not from Klaros, but ordered a delegation to go forth from Hierapolis to 

Klaros. 

In 1959 Louis Robert reported on excavations at Klaros.114 The site 

was found with subterranean (oi\koV katageivoV) as well as above ground 

                                            
111 Merkelbach and Stauber, 11-13, no. 4; West, “Oracles of Apollo Kareios,” 184-85. 
112 The image of Apollo as archer encompasses the ajlexikavkoV epithet discussed 

above, the one who sends and averts. 
113 Merkelbach and Stauber, 11-13, no. 4.21-25; West, “Oracles of Apollo Kareios,” 

184-85, no. 2b.21-25. 
114 Description of Klaros excavations given by Louis Robert in a lecture delivered at 

the University of Ankara and recorded as “Les fouilles de Claros,” Annuaire du 
Collège de France, 1957-1959, and in Tϋrk Arkeoloji Dergisi, 7.1 (1957): 5-8; 7.2 

(1957): 12-14. An English version is available in Machteld J. Mellink, “Archaeology in 

Asia Minor,” AJA (1959): 66. Also quoted in Flacelière, Greek Oracles, 29-30. 
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structures. The dimensions of the monumental altar give an 

impression of the size of the temple and the physical impact it would 

have had on visitors. The altar measured over eighteen metres in 

length and nine metres in width.115 From the altar and exedra many 

inscriptions have been found recording the visits of delegations from 

cities.116 The excavators concluded that the giant steps of the altar 

were once covered in inscriptions, but these were no longer extant. 

Colossal cult statues also resided in the temple, including Apollo, 

Artemis and Leto.  

Robert confirms Iamblichos’s account, that divination at Klaros was 

via water from a sacred spring. Water was the medium that provided 

the mantic inspiration. The prophet drank from the spring after a 

ritualised descent into an artificially constructed underground 

chamber, an ajduvton, adyton, an exclusive innermost sanctuary, 

presumably where the spring ran. Consultants of the oracle did not 

descend with the prophet into the adyton and so were not witness to 

the actual prophetic act. Most consultants would stay outside in the 

pronaos of the temple.117 Only a few privileged ones would enter, and 

these would not descend to the level of the prophet. Textual evidence is 

elusive regarding oracle ritual because of the level of secrecy in these 

processes in which only certain temple officials accompanied the 

prophet.118 Iamblichos is useful, but his words must be measured 

against the archaeological evidence of the site. Busine’s caution about 

Iamblichos providing a theoretical rather than practical account of the 

process is to be noted here.119 Iamblichos writes of the prophetic act at 

Klaros: 

                                            
115 Mellink, “Archaeology in Asia Minor,” 66. 
116 Mellink, “Archaeology in Asia Minor,” 66, including from Phokaia, Parion, 

Herakleia, Laodikeia in Phrygia, Akmonia and Kydonia. 
117 Busine, “La consultation,” 192. 
118 As Wolfgang Gϋnther, Das Orakel von Didyma in hellenistischer Zeit: Eine 
Interpretation von Stein-Urkunden, Instanbuler Mitteilungen Vol. 4 (Tϋbingen: 

Verlag Ernst Wasmuth, 1971), 119 advises. 
119 Busine, “La consultation,” 197. 
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Ei\nai ga;r phgh;n ejn oi[kw/ katageivw/ kai; ajp= aujth:V pivnein to;n 
profhvthn e[n tisi taktai:V nuxwv, iJerourgiw:n pollw:n genomevnwn 
provteron, piovnta de; crhsmw/dei:n oujkevsq= oJrevmenon toi:V parou:si 
qewroi:V.120 

For there is a spring in a subterranean house and the prophet 

drinks from it during certain prescribed nights, first making 

many religious observances, and when he drinks he chants 

oracles, no more being seen by the consultants standing by. 

The god used the prophet as an instrument, an ojrgavnoV,121 and he (a 

male prophet at Klaros),122 is entirely subject to the will of the god. The 

effect of this instrumental usage by the god on the prophet is powerful 

and overwhelms him. The prophet at Klaros is not himself for some 

time after the prophesying: 

w{ste kai; meta; th;n crhsmw/divan movgiV pote; eJauto;n lambavnei`123 

with the result that even after the prophesying for a time he 

scarcely holds himself together.  

The impact on the prophet here affirms the experience of Kasandra 

artfully described by Aischylos many centuries earlier – total control of 

the prophet by the god.124 I am also reminded of the mainads of 

Dionysos, who were completely consumed by the god and entered a 

state of maniva, mania, losing full control of their minds and bodies.125  

                                            
120 Iamblichos On the Mysteries 3.11. 
121 Iamblichos: pavresti d= eujqu;V kai; crh:tai wJV ojrgavnw/ tw:/ profhvth – it is immediately 

present and uses the prophet as an instrument. 
122 Tacitus Annals 2.54 on the gender of the prophet at Klaros: relegit Asiam 

adpellitque Colophona ut Clarii Apollonis oraculo uteretur. non femina illic, ut apud 

Delphos, sed certis e familiis et ferme Mileto accitus sacerdos – he sent away to Asia 
and appealed to Kolophon in order to consult the oracle of Apollo of Klaros. There it 
is not a female, as at Delphi, but a male priest chosen from certain families from 
Miletos. 
123 Iamblichos On the Mysteries 3.11.  
124 Fontenrose, Didyma, 84 qualifies that control of the female prophet by the god at 

Didyma did not involve, “Frenzy, babbling, and possssion of Apollo’s priestess,” 

describing such an effect as, “no more than fantasies arising from misunderstanding 

and credulity.” 
125 Eusebios Life of Constantine 2.50 refers to the madness of the prophet: uJpo; manivaV 
ejlaunomevnh, she being driven by madness. Detienne, “Forgetting Delphi,” 154 reports 

on the cave dwelling Apollo in Magnesia. Apollo’s own mania seized these prophets. 
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The fact that the preparation of the prophet for a mantic session 

included fasting, three days for the female prophet at Didyma,126 a day 

and night for the male prophet at Klaros,127 would have contributed to 

sensations of lack of control. 

At Klaros the oracle functioned at night (e[n tisi taktai:V nuxwv – on 

certain prescribed nights), and the scene lit by torches and lamps 

would have created a powerful atmosphere. Robert reports the site of 

Klaros was well preserved, the subterranean passages intact.128 There 

is access from the pronaos to northward and southward running 

passageways, a gallery, and a single corridor running towards the 

centre of the temple. The corridor leads to a chamber, through which a 

waiting room is accessed. It is here Robert says, that the priests, the 

annually appointed prophet, and the priest of Apollo appointed for life, 

the qevspiV, thespiod – who put the oracles into verse, and one or two 

grammatei:V grammateis, secretaries or scribes, waited.  

A sacred stone of Apollo, an omphalos of marble stone, was found in 

this waiting room.129 A tunnel from this room led to a vaulted, narrow 

second room. The entrance to this room is likely to have been curtained 

off. Only the prophet would pass through this doorway, on through 

subterranean darkness to the most mysterious chamber, the place of 

the secret spring-fed well.  

                                            
Euripides’ Bakchai resounds throughout with the mania of Dionysos’ female 

followers, the mainads. 
126 Iamblichos On the Mysteries: hJ triw:n o{lwn hJmerw:n ajsitiva – the fast of three whole 

days. 
127 Iamblichos On the Mysteries 3.11: kai; pro; tou: pivnein de; ou{twV ajsitei: th;n hJmevran 
o{lhn kai; nuvkta, kai; ejn iJeroi:V tisin ajbavtoiV tw:/ plhvqei kaq= eJauto;n ajnakecwvrhken 
ajrcovmenoV ejnqousia:n, kai; dia; th:V ajpostavsewV kai; ajpallagh:V tw:n ajnqrwpivnwn 
pragmavtwn a[cranton eJauto;n eijV uJpodoch;n tou: qeou: paraskeuavzei` - even before he 

drinks he in such way fasts the whole day and night, and in certain sacred untrodden 
places he withdrew from the crowd by himself beginning the rapture, and through 
this departure from and getting away from the human matters himself undefiled he 
prepares for the reception of the god. 
128 As discussed by Mellink, “Archaeology in Asia Minor,” 66. 
129 A similar omphalos stone was found at Delphi in an outer room reserved for the 

priesthood. 
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The great complex of Didyma was similarly constructed to facilitate 

the oracle process. Wolfgang Gϋnther in 1971 proposed an 

interpretation of the architecture of the temple at Didyma.130 The 

oracular process from consultation to delivery may be discerned from 

his proposal. Gϋnther suggests that following the preliminary 

sacrifices and prayers to Apollo, consultants would gather in the 

morning in the pronaos of the temple. At Didyma the pronaos was an 

imposing twelve columned structure in front of the great portal of the 

east chamber. Consultants would gather firstly in a small building 

known as a crhsmogravfeion, chresmographeion, an office.131 From there 

they proceeded to the temple entrance, at the appropriate time of the 

day.132 The consultant, prophet and other ministers would then 

descend the vaulted corridors leading from the pronaos into the 

adyton, the innermost sanctuary.133 There was a waiting room opening 

off the adyton where the consultant remained during the process. A 

statue of Kanachos Apollo134 stood just inside the doorway for 

consultants and staff to see during the process.135 When the ceremony 

concluded, consultants went back up and out of the temple to the 

chresmographeion, where they would await the official report from the 

god, translated into verse.136  

As at Klaros, the source of prophetic inspiration at Didyma was 

water.137 The prophet alone would enter the adyton and present the 

questions in sequence to the provmantiV, promantis (the female prophet 

at Didyma) who was sitting by the sacred spring.138 When the mantic 

                                            
130 Gϋnther, Das Orakel von Didyma, 110-23. 
131 Flacelière, Greek Oracles, 30. 
132 Gϋnther, Das Orakel von Didyma, 121. 
133 Gϋnther, “Das Orakel von Didyma,” 121-22 thinks that consultants never 

proceeded any further into the temple than this point, and it was from here that the 

prophet would receive the written request from the consultant. 
134 kanavcoV noisy – perhaps in relation to the water flow and splash of the sacred 

spring. 
135 Fontenrose, Didyma, 80-81. 
136 Flacelière, Greek Oracles, 30-31. 
137 Gϋnther, Das Orakel von Didyma, 114. 
138 Gϋnther, Das Orakel von Didyma, 120. 
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process was completed the prophet then ascended the steps from the 

adyton to the east chamber. Whilst awaiting the arrival of the prophet 

with hoped for answers, and as the prophet and ministers moved from 

the sacred spring to the doorway, consultants would sing hymns of 

praise to Apollo. A late inscription indicates when the hymns were to 

be raised:  

o{tan mevllh/ favtin a[xwn (ajmfaivnein ajd)uvtwn139  

whenever the axle (seat of mantis) is about to bring to light a 

voice of an oracle from the adyton.   

Gϋnther suggests that the arrival of the prophet with the word from 

the mantis as he ascended from the mysterious depths of the temple 

was ‘epiphany-like.’140 

 

8.6 Theological oracles 

Theological oracles were a type of response issued from the major 

Asian oracle centres. The theological oracles capture the new religious 

situation and the assimilative responses of the oracle centres to 

changes in the ways people thought about god and accessed god. I 

include here a study of the theological oracle of Apollo from Oinoanda. 

The Oinoanda oracle draws together some of the insights of the 

preceding chapters, including the new religious situation and 

developments toward pagan monotheism. The Oinoanda oracle will be 

referred to in a comparative study with the Kolossian hymn in the next 

chapter. 

The theological oracles issued from oracular sanctuaries in Asia Minor 

formed a distinct, even if comparatively small genre of oracle in the 

                                            
139 DI 217.6-9 (RB1). The axle is referred to in Iamblichos 3.11: ei[te ejpi; a[zonoV 
kaqhmevnh prolevgei to; mevllon whether sitting upon an axle she proclaims the things to 

come... In Delphi the mantic seat is a bronze tripod: divfrou calkou: trei:V povdaV 
e[contaV, or a four legged chair dedicated holy to the god: tetravpodoV divfrou o{V ejstin 
iJero;V tou: qeou:.  
140 Gϋnther, Das Orakel von Didyma, 122: “gleichsam in einer epiphanieartigen 

Erscheinung geheimnisvoll aus der Tiefe kommend.” 
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imperial period.141 Nock first gave the name ‘theological oracles’ to this 

category.142 Specifically, theological oracles respond to questions asked 

of Apollo about the identity, nature and being of god and gods.143 These 

oracles reflect a change in direction in religious thought. They express 

the curiosity of people. They engage with an inherent human desire to 

know god. They reflect a new monotheistic attitude in pagan thought 

without losing the place of the traditional pagan gods in that 

environment.144 

The oracle centres of Asia Minor attempted to be inclusive and diverse 

as they adapted to the changing situation. By the end of the second 

century CE the presence and influence of Christianity, as well as the 

more established influences of Judaism, produced responses from the 

oracle centres that, according to Parke, expounded a syncretistic view 

of cosmic governance.145 Oracles originating especially from Klaros 

were attempts to embrace the diversity of the multiple faiths of Asia 

Minor. A theological oracle preserved by Macrobius attests to the 

direction of Klaros in responding to the new religious situation. 

Macrobius recorded an oracular response of the Klarian Apollo to the 

question he assumed to be: “Which of the gods is he to be regarded who 

is called Iao?”146  

                                            
141 On the wider corpus of pagan theological oracles see Thomas Lonzo Robinson, 

“Theological Oracles and the Sanctuaries of Claros and Didyma,” (PhD diss. Harvard 

University, 1981); Arthur Darby Nock, “Theological Oracles,” in Stewart Zeph (ed.), 

Essays on Religion in the Ancient World, Vol. 1 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972): 160-

168; Louis Robert, “Trois Oracles de la Théosophie et un Prophète d’Apollon,” 

CRAIBL (1968) 112/4: 568-99. 
142 A. D. Nock, “Oracles Théologiques,” REA 30 (1928): 280-290. 
143 Busine, Paroles d’Apollon, 7 treats the theological oracles methodologically the 

same as the other oracles. This would appear to overlook the distinct differences the 

theological oracles represent of religious and wider cultural change in the 

environment. 
144 Belayche, “Deus deum,” 165, says theological oracles represent a dynamic between 

the inexpressible and transcendent god which was understood through speculation, 

and the many gods who were acclaimed in traditional pagan religion. 
145 Parke, Oracles of Apollo, 163. I note my earlier discussion on the use of syncretism 

and its negative impact (Chapter Seven, section 7.7.1).  
146 Macrobius Saturnalia 1.18.19-21. 
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 ei|V Zeu;V ei|V =Ai&vdhV ei|V $HlioV ei|V DiovnusoV 
 one Zeus one Hades one Helios one Dionysos 

Macrobius commentates: 

Huis versus auctoritas fundatur oraculo Apollinis Clarii, in quo 

aliud quoque nomen Soli adicitur, quo in isdem sacris versibus 

inter cetera voctur Iaw. nam consultus Apollo Clarius quis 

deorum habendus sit qui vocatur Iaw, ita effatus est: 

These verses were founded on the authority of the oracle of 

Apollo Clarius, in whom the other name Sol has been also 

directed, who in these sacred verses among the rest is called Iao. 

For when Apollo Clarius was consulted about which of the gods 

is he who is called Iao, he announced thus: 

1 o[rgia me;n dedaw:taV ejcrh:n nhpeuqeva keuvqein` 
2 eij d= a[ra toi pauvrh suvnesiV kai; nou:V ajlapadnovV, 
3 fravzeo to;n pavntwn u{paton qeo;n e[mmen Iaw, 
4 ceivmati mevn t= =Ai&vdhn, Diva d= ei[aroV ajrcomevnoio, 
5 =Hevlion de; qevreuV, metopwvrou d= aJbro;n =Iavkcon.147 

 
1 the sacred rites which have been given as oracular response 

to be hidden are unsearchable; 

2 but if then surely one has a small intelligence and feeble 

mind, 

3 point out that Iao is fixed as god at the top of all gods, 

4 in winter he is Hades, Zeus at the beginning of spring, 

5 and Helios in summer, and in late autumn delicate 

Iakchos.148 

Macrobius names the Roman theologian Cornelius Labeo as his 

source.149 Cornelius Labeo titled this as an oracle of Apollo of Klaros. 

Macrobius wrote the Saturnalia in the fifth century CE. Macrobius 

assumed that a question asked of the oracular Apollo by an unknown 

consultant about the identity of Iao referred to Yahweh, or Jehovah. 

The response honours the Judaic monotheistic theology – “Iao is god at 

the top of all gods.” It also honours the traditional pagan assignation of 

gods to the seasons – “In winter he is Hades, Zeus at the beginning of 

                                            
147 Merkelbach and Stauber, 45 no. 28 
148 LSJ, !IakcoV is the mystic name of Bakchos.  
149 c.300 CE. 
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the spring, and Helios in summer, and in late autumn delicate 

Iakchos.” Macrobius understood that Iakchos and Sol (=HevlioV)150 were 

names referring to Iaw.151 Merkelbach and Stauber cite the oracle as 

an example of henotheism.152 

Therefore, Iao is a god of the seasons who takes on the names (and 

presumably the functions) of the other gods named: Hades, Zeus, 

Helios, Bakchos/Dionysos.153 The name Helios is likely to encompass 

Apollo, who was identified with that epithet in the third century CE. 

Iao as Bakchos/Dionysos is connected through an early Asian Greek 

understanding that the god who inhabited the temple at Jerusalem 

was Bakchos. A golden vine was imagined within the Holy of Holies.154 

Parke writes: “Hence Jehovah could well acquire the epithet 

appropriate to the Hellenistic concept of the god of wine, and autumn 

might seem his proper season.”155 

This theological oracle represents the effect of the cultural 

environment of Asia Minor which was changing in response to a new 

religious situation. Its content suggests that the processes of 

acculturation and integration happening in the boundary areas 

between cultural groups were receptive to sharing religious ideas and 

language for god. Parke suggests that Zeus represents the old Greek 

religion, Hades stands for Osiris and the cult of the Egyptian gods 

present in Asia, Helios/Sol for Persia and Zoroastrianism, and Iao for 

the Hebrew faith.156 This oracle represents an attempt to provide a 

universalising theology, to draw together the new and old ideas about 

                                            
150 Epic for $HlioV. 
151 Merkelbach and Stauber, 45 
152 Merkelbach and Stauber, 45. 
153 Bakchos is another name for Dionysos (from the Latin Bacchus). 
154 Josephus Bellum Iudaicum 5.210 describes the innermost part of the temple at 

Jerusalem: aJgivou de; a{gion ejkalei:to – it was called the holy of holies. Cf., Antiquities 

15.395. In Graeco-Roman myth Dionysos was intimately connected with wine. 
155 Parke, Oracles of Apollo, 164. 
156 Parke, Oracles of Apollo, 164. 
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god, monotheistic and polytheistic. All expressions of god were voiced 

through the oracle at Klaros.  

 

8.7 An oracle of Apollo at Oinoanda 

In the late second century CE, a mason carved an oracle response into 

a disused section of a wall high above the city of Oinoanda in northern 

Lykia.157 This oracle response has been subject to much enquiry into 

pagan religious activities, including the monotheistic attitudes and 

practices which are identified in parts of Asia Minor in the first to the 

third centuries. The text provides evidence of the ritual behaviour of 

followers of Theos Hypsistos. The content of this text places it among 

the small genre of genuine pagan theological oracles.  

Le Bas and Waddington first catalogued the text in the nineteenth 

century.158 Their rendition of the text was difficult to interpret and it 

was subsequently published in 1971 by George Bean.159 Louis Robert 

then provided a substantial interpretation of the text which was 

thought provoking and led to responses and further investigations.160 

Robert considered the theological implications of the oracle and made 

suggestions as to its use. Later reinterpretations developed from these 

                                            
157 SEG 27 (1977) 933. 
158 Philippe Le Bas and William Henry Waddington, Inscriptions Grecques et 
Latines: recueilles en Asie Mineure, vol. 1 (Meisenheim: Anton Hain, 1870; reprint 

Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 1972), no. 1234. These thought the inscription was a 

metrical funerary text. Le Bas wrote in Le Bas and Waddington, Textes de son 

Voyage Archéologique, in the volume d’Explication, note 1284: “Inscription funéraire 

métrique, trop mutilée pour pouvoir être restaurée.” Bean clarified this mistake. 
159 G. E. Bean, “Journeys in Northern Lycia 1965-67,” Österreichische Akademie der 
Wissenschaften. Philosophisch-historisch Klasse, Denkschriften, 104. (Band. Wien 

1971): 20-22. 
160 Louis Robert, “Un Oracle Gravé à Oinoanda,” CRAIBL (1971): 597-619. I am 

indebted to Dawn Colsey for working patiently with translating this article while I 

took notes. Other early modern interpretations were made by M. Guarducci, “Qui e 

Dio?” Rendiconti dell’ Accademia Nationale dei Lincei, Classe di scienze morali, 
storichi e filologiche, serie VIII, vol. XXVII (1972): 335-47; A. S. Hall, “The Klarian 

Oracle at Oenoanda,” ZPE 32 (1978): 263-67. 
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initial attempts.161 Robert also made connections between the oracle in 

its form at Oinoanda and two other attestations in which the words of 

the first part of the oracle were reproduced in almost the same form. 

These two sources are found in the fourth century CE Christian writer 

Lactantius’ Divine Institutions162 and in the later fifth century CE 

collection of oracles, the Theosophy of Tübingen.163 

The physical location of the oracle is significant to the cult of Theos 

Hypsistos. The inscription is situated four metres above ground level 

on the east facing part of a Hellenistic defensive city wall next to a 

doorway to a round tower on a carved relief altar on a block of the wall 

with moulded top and bottom.164 The inscription covers the altar and 

the text continues onto the block below. It is dated to around 200 

CE.165 At the time the oracle was inscribed that part of the wall was in 

disuse, beyond the city limits.  

 

 

                                            
161 Hall, “Klarian Oracle,” 264 notes that neither Robert nor Guarducci properly 

understood the significance of the physical location of the oracle and its relationship 

to the rising sun. This he says, was due to the interpretation of Bean’s report which 

did not allude to the position of the oracle nor to the fact that the inscription was cut 

into the stone blocks itself, not positioned there afterwards. Robert’s attempt to 

harmonise different versions of the oracle has also been criticised. 
162 Lactantius Divine Institutions 1.7. 
163 Hartmut Erbse, Fragmente griechischer Theosophien, Hamburger Arbeiten zur 

Altertums Wissenschaft, Band 4 (Hamburg: Hanischer Verlag, 1941) and revised 

again, H. Erbse, Theosophorum Graecorum Fragmenta. Iterum recensuit H. E., 
(Teubner: 1995). 
164 Bean, “Journeys in Northern Lycia,” 20. 
165 The date 200 CE appears to be reasonable and in keeping with the careful studies 

of several scholars. Guarducci, “Qui e Dio?” 346 says the inscription cannot be later 

than the middle of the second century CE. Robert, “Un Oracle,” 602 says the 

inscription could not predate the second century CE, and at 610, that it was likely 

dated to the end of the second and beginning of the third century CE. Hall, “Klarian 

Oracle,” 267 prefers a later date of the second half of the third century CE. Hall’s 

dating is on the outer extreme of probability. Cline, Ancient Angels, 20 accepts a date 

towards the end of the second or the beginning of the third century CE. I am happy 

to agree with Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 176, and Parke, Oracles of Apollo, 
167, and date the oracle to 200 CE. 
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Figure 15: The theological oracle of Apollo at Oinoanda, in Cline, Ancient Angels, 43. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16: The open-air site of Theos Hypsistos at Oinoanda on the inner side of the 

Hellenistic city wall, in Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 89. The theological 

oracle can be seen to the right of the archway. Beneath is another inscription to 

Theos Hypsistos. 
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The text of the theological oracle as it appears on the stone is as 

follows: 

 (a)ujtofuhvV, ajdiv-   self-generate, without 

 daktoV, ajmhvtwr,   teacher, without mother, 

 ajstufevliktoV,    unshaken, 

 ou[noma mh; cw-   not made room for in a 

       name, 

 rw:n, poluwvnumoV,   many named, 

 ejn puri; naivwn,   dwelling in fire, 

 tou:to qeovV` meikra;   this is god;  

 de; qeou: meri;V a[nge-   we angeloi are a small  

portion 

 loi hJmei:V. tou:to peu-  of god. 

 qomevnoisi qeou: pev-   To the ones enquiring 

       this about  

 ri o{stiV uJpavrcei,   god, whatever her being is, 

 Aij(q)ev(r)a panderk(h:  he describes Aither as an 

       all-seeing 

 qe)o;n ejnnevpen, eijV   god, into 

 o{n oJrw:ntaV eu[cesq= hjwv-  whom when looking pray at 

 ouV pro;V ajntolivhn ejsorw:(n)- the break of day when 

 ta(V)166    looking toward sunrise. 

The oracle is composed in six hexameters. This construction was 

common for oracular responses.167 The Delphic responses were in 

hexameters. The hexametrical six-line version (not as it appears on the 

stone, where line breaks occurred to fit the size of the stone, but as it 

metrically scans) is as below. Each numbered line represents a 

hexameter. 

 

 

                                            
166 Text from Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 86; SEG 27 (1977) 933. 
167 M. L. West, Introduction to Greek Metre, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), 19: 

“This (the dactylic hexameter) is the metre of Homer and Hesiod and of all later epic 

and most didactic poetry. It was also used for poems of various other kinds, including 

short things such as oracles and riddles; and until about 550BC it was the usual 

metre for verse inscriptions.” 
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 1 (A)ujtofuhvV, ajdiv | daktoV, ajmhvtwr, | ajstufevliktoV, | 

 2 ou[noma mh; cw | rw:n, poluwvnumoV, | ejn puri; naivwn, | 

 3 tou:to qeovV` meikra; | de; qeou: meri;V a[nge|| loi hjmei:V. 
 4 tou:to peu | qomevnoisi qeou: pev | ri o{stiV uJpavrcei, | 

 5 Aij(q)ev(r)a panderk(h: | qe)o;n e[nnepen, eijV | o}n oJrw:ntaV 
 6 eu[cesq= hjwv | ouV pro;V ajntolivhn ejsorw:(n) | ta(V)168 

The scansion of the first line of the oracle, confirming its hexametrical 

construction is: 

 

      1              2                 3                  4                 5            6 

 ˉ   ˘  ˘  ˉ    ˘   ˘  ˉ   ˘     ˘  ˉ   ˘     ˘   ˉ   ˘  ˘   ˉ x || 

aujtofuhvV, ajdivdaktoV, ajmhvtwr, ajstufevliktoV 

The first three hexameters provide descriptors of god by means of a 

negative theology. That is, they define god by saying what god is not.169 

The first three treat a theological subject; they are a response to a 

question concerning the nature of god. They function as a unity.170 

Given the hexametrical construction of this text, typical of oracles in 

Asia Minor, the speaker is likely to be Apollo, the prophesying god. The 

first two hexameters of the response beginning with the descriptors, 

aujtofuhvV, ajdivdaktoV, ajmhvtwr, ajstufevliktoV, ou[noma mh; cwrw:n, 

poluwvnumoV, ejn puri; naivwn function as an answer to a question. In the 

third hexameter, the tou:to qeovV, this is god, indicates what was the 

question asked of Apollo: Who is god? God is self-generate, without 

teacher, without mother, unshaken, uncontained in a name, many 

named – this is god. 

                                            
168 Text set out in hexameter verses in Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 86 

and Hall, “Klarian Oracle,” 263; Robert, “Un Oracle,” 602. 
169 Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 170. 
170 Lene Anderson, “An Oracular Creed,” in Bettina Amden and Jorgen Mejer (eds.), 

Noctes Atticae: 34 Articles on Graeco-Roman Antiquity and its Nachleben, (Museum 

Tusculanum Press, 2002), 17. 
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The second three hexameters are written in the grammatical third 

person.171 The second three verses prescribe cultic ritual. They say 

what to do with the answer given in the first three verses.  

I think these six verses are original to the oracle as it was delivered. 

The verses fit together well. The verse construction is smooth, and the 

subject of cult ritual neatly responds to the divine answer about god’s 

nature. Parke thinks otherwise. He suggests that the first three and 

second three verses were not meant to go together, that they represent 

a theological inconsistency.172 The importance of ritual in pagan 

religion, as expressed by scholars such as Belayche and North,173 

suggest it is quite consistent that cultic instruction follows the 

theological statement.  

In terms of the cultic ritual prescribed in the oracle (eijV o{n oJrw:ntaV 

eu[cesq= hjwvouV pro;V ajntolivhn ejsorw:ntaV), the situation of the inscribed 

stone affirms the instruction on the way worship was to happen. Hall 

observed that the southern part of the inner wall in which the oracle 

was inscribed felt the first rays of sun at daybreak over the mountains 

ringing the valley in which the city lay, while the northern part of 

Oinoanda remained in shadow.174 If worshippers followed the 

instruction of the oracle, they faced the rising sun to pray to the god 

identified as celestial all-seeing Aither.175 

                                            
171 Parke, Oracles of Apollo, 163. 
172 Parke, Oracles of Apollo, 167. This is also the position of Anderson, “Oracular 

Creed,” 18, who calls the second set of three hexameters prescribing cultic ritual as of 

“clumsy character,” more fitting a charter for a local cult. If this is the case, the 

verses would be for a cult of Theos Hypsistos in Oinoanda. 
173 Belayche, “Deus deum…,” and North, “Pagan ritual and monotheism,” are 

examples of two recent scholars who emphasise the importance of ritual in pagan 

religion. 
174 Hall, “Klarian Oracle,” 265. 
175 Aristotle added ether as a fifth element to Plato’s fourth element, fire. Lane Fox, 

Pagans and Christians, 170. With Stoic influence ether and fire became a familiar 

‘ethereal fire,’ a divine figure who featured among the Olympian gods. Cicero De 
Naturam Deorum 1.39; Porphyry =Ek th:V qeosofivaV – pu:r aijqerivoV, ethereal fire. 
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Another inscription from Phrygia, although not theological in content, 

prescribes worship aligned to the sun’s rays.176 This oracle containing a 

more common request to the god comes from the centre at Klaros.177 

The response was given to a family who asked Apollo-Helios to secure 

prosperity for their crops. In addition to the erection of a sunward 

facing altar, the six-hexameter oracle required monthly offerings to the 

god to ensure his favour.178  

Hall has identified the poluskovpou hjelivoio, the much-seeing Helios of 

this dedication, with the aijqevra panderkh:, the all-seeing Aither, of the 

Oinoanda oracle, suggesting that Theos Hypsistos, the highest god, is 

intended as the object of ritual devotion.179 Cline also looks for 

connections between Aither and Helios to clarify his position on what 

he believes is a henotheistic theology emanating from the oracle centre 

at Klaros in the second and third centuries.180 

Affirming that the site of the Oinoanda oracle was a cult place for 

Theos Hypsistos, and which supports both Hall’s and Cline’s position, a 

second inscription exists two blocks down from the oracle: [pic 

opposite] 

                                            
176 Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 166-68 on the common practice of facing the 

sun for prayer and the understanding that facing the sun gave alignment to the 

position of god. 
177 Remembering that theological oracles were a small genre within a much larger 

corpus of oracles reflecting ordinary daily life. 
178 Merkelbach and Stauber, 33 no. 19: SuvmmacoV =Antuvl(lou) | ke; oiJ uiJoi; aujtou: 
@Ant(ul-) | loV ke; =AlevxandroV (ke;) | SuvmmacoV kata; c(rhs-) | Klarivw/ | mo;n* 
=Apovllwni ajvn(evs-) | thsan. crhsmov(V) | ei{satev moi bwmo;n p(an)qheva th:/d= ejni; cwvrh/, | 

(e)ijV aujga;V ajqrevonta poluskovpou hjelivoio, | eujagivaV d= ejpi; tou:de te(l)eivete mhno;V 
eJkavsto(u.) | o[fra ken ajlkhvtwr te(lev)qwn ta; sunwvria teuvcw. |(tw:n) karpw:n ga;r ejgw; 
pevlom(ai m)erovpessi parevktw(r) | (ou}V) ejqevlw sw:saiv te ke; (oi|V) klevoV oi\da forevskein – 
Symmachos son of Antylos and his sons Antylos and Alexandros and Symmachos set 
(this) up to Apollo Klarios according to an oracle. An oracle. Set up for me a bomos 
visible to all in this space here, when observing the rays of the much-seeing sun, 
complete this in full view each month. In order that as protector I may make ready 
the agreeing of it coming to being. For I hold fast the fruits which I wish to save and 
also those which the report I know to carry. [*] The asterisk here indicates that in 

the setting out of the oracle on the stone the -movn ending of the word oracle, crhsmovn, 
is placed in the line space underneath the name Klarivw/. 
179 Hall, “Klarian Oracle,” 267. 
180 Cline, Ancient Angels, 37. 



 

372 

 

 Crwma-  Chromatis  

 ti;V qew:/  to Theos 

 uJyivstw/  Hypsistos 

 to;n luv-  a lamp 

 cnon 
 eujc(hv)n181  prayer.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17: Chromatis dedicates a lamp to Theos Hypsistos, in Cline, Ancient Angels, 
44. 

This second inscription is cut as an altar in relief, smaller than the 

higher positioned oracle text, appearing as a narrow pillar. Provision 

for a lamp was made on a small ledge under the carved altar. Another 

ledge is cut along the top edge of the adjacent block where several 

lamps could be placed. It was a simple offering by one woman, which 

Mitchell says was the “humble earthly counterpart to the deity’s divine 

                                            
181 CIG 4380n2; Hall, “Klarian Oracle,” 265. 
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fire”182 – ejn puri; naivwn. The name Chromatis was known as a slave 

name, or the name of a child of a slave.183 This supports Mitchell’s 

assertion around the mixed status, including lower status inclusion, of 

followers of Theos Hypsistos.184 The significance of this inscription, in 

proximity to the theological oracle, should not be underestimated.185 

The Chromatis inscription provides a context for ritual. It grounds the 

oracle in the physical place of cult, giving valuable insight into the 

religious activities of people who worshipped a highest god. It sets up 

the theory that the oracle is monotheistic in ritual context as well as 

theology. 

Further confirmation of this as a cultic place of Theos Hypsistos was 

provided by a 2008 investigation of the site which identified more 

ledges for oil lamps and several inscriptions, mostly weathered, on the 

south side of the polygonal defensive tower.186  

 

 

 

 

                                            
182 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 91. 
183 Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 169. Hall, “Klarian Oracle,” 266 note 17 says 

Chromatis was the name of a freedwoman. 
184 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 105. 
185 A cursory remark acknowledging this text by D. S. Potter, Prophecy and History 
in the Crisis of the Roman Empire: A Historical Commentary on the Thirteenth 

Sibylline Oracle,” Appendix: “An Oracle Inscribed at Oenoanda,” (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1990), 351: “aside from one very short dedication inscribed a few yards away, 

it (the text of the oracle) is the only text deliberately cut into the city’s surviving 

defences,” places no emphasis on the importance of the Theos Hypsistos inscription 

as supporting a wider cultic context for the reception of the oracle. Neither does the 

comment indicate any acknowledgement of the geographical location as being 

significant as a place for Theos Hypsistos worship. 
186 Oinoanda Report 2008, Deutsches Archäologisches Institut: 
http://www.dainst.org/en/content/oinoanda-report-2008?ft=all date of access 15 

January 2013. This site is no longer accessible. 

http://www.dainst.org/en/content/oinoanda-report-2008?ft=all
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Figure 18: Corner part of the polygonal tower with newly discovered inscriptions to 

Theos Hypsistos and recesses for oil lamps. From “The Oinoanda Report 2008,” 

Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, Fig. 8.  

The report describes one inscription as a dedication to Theos 

Hypsistos, but does not give the text. Unfortunately, the report 

provides no further details. The oracle text is on the other side of the 

wall, placing it in proximity to any cult activities. 

Mitchell has suggested that the semicircular area in front of the oracle 

inscription, was an open-air sanctuary of Theos Hypsistos, where 

worshippers gathered at daybreak.187 Given evidence of the simplicity 

of dedications of Theos Hypsistos throughout Asia Minor, it is unlikely 

that cults would have had large gatherings. Therefore, the site could 

be a space for worship at dawn. The provision for the placing of lamps 

                                            
187 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 90, 98. Mitchell says there is an open 

level space with a radius of around 25 metres in front of the tower door where the 

oracle is located. He calls it “a small, open-air ‘theatre,’ where a group of worshippers 

could gather.” 
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as noted suggests that lamps and accompanying prayers were used at 

or near daybreak in ritual response to the supreme god as described in 

the oracle text. Lane Fox thinks lamps were tended throughout the 

night as part of cult worship of Theos Hypsistos at the site.188 I am 

unconvinced that lamps were used and tended throughout darkness 

due to the steep physical location of the cult site and narrowness of 

access, which would make night time excursions risky. Cline also 

thinks access to the site on top of a steep ridge limited the number of 

worshippers who could gather at a time. Cline thinks it is impossible to 

prove that the space was in fact a sanctuary.189 

It is uncertain whether a private individual or the city of Oinoanda 

asked the question of the oracle of Apollo. Robert suggests that a 

citizen of Oinoanda asked on behalf of the city the question to the 

oracle, ‘Who is god?’ and that the response was appreciated sufficiently 

by the city that an altar was commissioned in honour.190 He says this 

because of the connection of the oracle with the longer Christian texts 

containing the six oracle verses found at Oinoanda.191 In the text from 

the Tϋbingen Theosophy, a certain Theophilos as qeoprovpoV, which is a 

public messenger, was sent to enquire of the oracle. Robert says this 

indicates that the city of Oinoanda sent Theophilos to Klaros for an 

official consultation.192 Guarducci disagrees with Robert and says that 

the oracle was sought privately and that the cult of Theos Hypsistos 

was not an official city cult.193 Hall thinks similarly, noting that the 

Chromatis dedication was clearly of a private nature.194 

                                            
188 Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 170. 
189 Cline, Ancient Angels, 26. 
190 Robert, “Un Oracle,” 603. 
191 To be discussed below. 
192 Robert, “Un Oracle,” 610. 
193 Anderson, “Oracular Creed,” 15 referring to Guarducci’s interpretation of the 

same Theophilos of Oinoanda from the Tübingen Theosophy. 
194 Hall, “Klarian Oracle,” 267. The carving of the Chromatis dedication was much 

cruder than the theological text. 
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If the city had sought the oracle and inscribed the response as an 

official commission, it would seem unusual that it was placed beyond 

the current city limits. Other oracles emanating from the esteemed 

centre of Klaros were placed in the city’s agora, not on a disused part of 

the city wall.195 Only if the significance of the place of the cult of Theos 

Hypsistos in Oinoanda were such that the priority of its position 

catching the first rays of sun was greater than the value of occupying a 

more public place would it likely be an officially sought response.  

In support of Robert, the clarity and theological insight of the oracle 

response is probably greater than that warranted by the enquiry of a 

single person, or small group. There was a financial cost to consult an 

oracle,196 and this was clearly no generic response, even if its content 

was replicated elsewhere.  

 

8.7.1 Sources of the Oinoanda oracle 

The Oinoanda oracle is found quoted in at least two other sources. 

Both Lactantius’ Divine Institutions (early fourth century CE) and the 

Tϋbingen Theosophy (early sixth century CE), are significantly later 

than the dating of the Oinoanda oracle (200 CE).197 The chronological 

precedence of the Oinoanda oracle indicates that the oracle either was 

given first to Oinoanda and was disseminated from there, or that the 

same kind of oracular response as given to Oinoanda was given to 

consultants from elsewhere enquiring about the nature of god.  

The oracle text from Oinoanda has produced much interest since the 

discovery by Louis Robert that the first three lines are found in a 

similar form in two other places: in Lactantius and the Tϋbingen 

                                            
195 Robert, “Un Oracle,” 608. 
196 Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 173. 
197 On dating the oracle see note 156. 
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Theosophy. 198 Both texts are Christian sources. The purpose of the 

inclusion of the oracle by the authors was to satisfy a Christian end, in 

which pagan utterances such as this oracle, really were the grappling 

of pagans toward a Christian truth. In fact, the success of pagan 

oracles as a means of transmitting messages, theological or otherwise, 

prompted Christians such as Gregory of Nazianzus (d.390 CE) to 

formulate their own oracles to further their apologetic purposes.199 

These oracles were intended to mimic the utterances of Apollo. 

Gregory’s words resound with the Oinoanda response. The collection of 

oracles found in the Theosophy includes these oracles along with the 

genuine pagan theological texts. 

Lactantius, a Christian living in Nikomedia in Bithynia and writing in 

the first decade of the fourth century provides us with the earliest 

extant commentary on the oracle.200  

Apollo enim, quem praeter caeteros divinum maximeque 

fatidicum existimant, Colophone residens, quod Delphis (credo) 

migraverat Asiae ductus amoenitate quaerenti cuidam quis aut 

quid esse omnino Deus respondit viginti et uno versibus, 

quorum hoc principium est, aujtofuhvV, ajdivdaktoV, ajmhvtwr, 
ajstufevliktoV, | ou[noma mhde; lovgw/ cwrouvmenoV, ejn puri; naivwn, | 

tou:to qeovV` meikra; de; qeou: meri;V a[nge | loi hJmei:V.201 

                                            
198 Robert, “Un Oracle,” 597-609. 
199 Alan Cameron, “Gregory of Nazianzus and Apollo,” The Journal of Theological 
Studies 20 issue 1 (1969): 240-41 citing Gregory of Nazianzus Carmen ii.2.7.253-5: 

Foi:boV manteuvoito qew:n movron oujkevt= ejovntwn` |  Aujtopavtwr, ajlovceutoV, ajmhvtwr ejstin 
ejkei:noV, |  o{stiV ejmo;n dievperse kako;n mevnoV, u{stat= ajeivdwn... – Phoibos prophesied his 

destiny he no longer being of the gods; this one (god) is self-fathering, without spouse, 
without mother, whosoever mighty has destroyed my evil, later singing... Certain 

Benedictine editors suggested that these epithets were suitable for Christ. Cameron 

thinks otherwise, particularly of the epithet aujtopavtwr, which would seem to deny 

the doctrine of sonship between Christ and God. Rather aujtopavtwr was applied to a 

pagan high god in late religious writings. Whilst the oracle is non-genuine (ie., not a 

pagan oracle originating from an oracle centre), Cameron says it is nonetheless a 

typical example of a pagan oracle which Christians then used as a powerful weapon 

against independent pagan speculation on god. 
200 Cline, Ancient Angels, 19 n. 2 reasonably suggests a date of 308CE which is 

midway between the 305 and 310 which he determines is by scholarly consensus. 

Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 86 suggests 320, which is somewhat later. 
201 Lactantius Divine Institutions 1.7.1. 
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Apollo indeed, whom they think divine beyond others and the 

greatest prophet, responding from Colophon, because he moved 

away from Delphi (I suppose) being led by the pleasantness of 

Asia, to someone enquiring who he was, or who god was 

altogether responded in twenty-one verses, of which this is the 

principium: self-generate, without teacher, without mother, 

unshaken, a name not made room for in a word, dwelling in fire, 

this is god and we angeloi are but a small portion of god. 

The verses present here in Lactantius are almost the same as the first 

three hexameters of the oracle found at Oinoanda. A difference may be 

seen in the second hexameter with the inclusion of ou[noma mhde; lovgw/ 

cwrouvmenoV, a name not accommodated in a word. In the Oinoanda 

version it reads: ou[noma mh; cwrw:n, poluwvnumoV, not accommodated in a 

name, many named. This variant in the text is also present in the 

Tϋbingen Theosophy. The word poluwvnumoV, many named, can be 

interpreted from a polytheistic perspective.202 As both Lactantius and 

the sources that were compiled in the Theosophy had the Christian 

motive of trying to show that pagans were really talking about the one 

god of Judaeo-Christian tradition, the change to ou[noma mhde; lovgw/ 

cwrouvmenoV is understandable. Robert thinks that the change from 

poluwvnomoV, many named, occurred when the oracle passed in 

collection from Porphyry to Christian use.203 Affirming the Christian 

context of the versions as they appear in Lactantius and the 

Theosophy is the omission of the second three hexameters of the 

Oinoanda oracle. As these verses contain cultic instruction on pagan 

worship, they were unnecessary in a Christian context.204 

It may be that both later sources had known the version of the oracle 

as it reads at Oinoanda and intentionally changed it to suit their 

purposes, or the sources through which they received the oracle 

changed it at an earlier date. It is equally possible that more than one 

                                            
202 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 86; Parke, The Oracles of Apollo, 166. 

Robert, “Un Oracle,” 604-05.  
203 Robert, “Un Oracle,” 609. 
204 Robert, “Un Oracle,” 609. 
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version of the oracle emanated from the oracle centre of origin. 

Important words could be changed to suit the context into which they 

were transmitted.205  

It is unlikely that Lactantius travelled to Oinoanda, ascended the 

steep ridge and viewed the oracle in situ. Robert has said that both 

Lactantius and the Theosophy sourced the oracle through Porphyry.206 

Porphyry’s work, On the Philosophy from Oracles, which is lost to us 

and known only through the Christian Eusebios, was produced just 

prior to Lactantius’ Divine Institutions.207 According to Eusebios, 

Porphyry had assembled an accurate collection of pagan oracles.208 

Neither the Theosophy nor Lactantius refer to the inscribed oracle at 

Oinoanda however. Neither do they indicate any familiarity with 

Porphyry’s work.209 This might indicate the Oinoandans received their 

oracle from a different source altogether.  

Another source of the oracle content is found in the Roman Cornelius 

Labeo, whose work De Oraculo Apollonis Clarii contained a 

compilation of oracles. Again, this work is lost, but is referred to in the 

later210 Saturnalia of Macrobius.211 There is however, no consensus on 

whether the oracle was derived from a single or multiple source.212 

Lactantius was one author who used theological oracles in his writing. 

Elsewhere theological oracles were used in hermetic literature, 

Sibylline oracles and some divine testimonies.213 Pier Franco Beatrice 

                                            
205 As the traditions of biblical interpretation attest. 
206 Robert, “Un Oracle,” 609; Gustav Wolff (ed.), Porphyrii de philosophia ex oraculis 
haurienda liborum reliquiae, (Berlin: 1856). (Subsequent edition Gustav Wolff (ed), 

Porphyrii de philosophia ex oraculis haurienda liborum reliquiae, (Hildesheim: Georg 

Olms Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1962), 177.  
207 Cline, Ancient Angels, 37. 
208 Eusebios Praep. Ev. 4.7. 
209 Cline, Ancient Angels, 38. 
210 Post 400 CE. 
211 Macrobius Saturnalia 1.18.19-21. Discussed above. 
212 Cline, Ancient Angels, 40. 
213 Stefan Freund, “Christian Use and Valuation of Theological Oracles: The Case of 

Lactantius’ Divine Institutes,” Vigilae Christianae 60 issue 3 (2006): 269-70; 

Anderson, “Oracular Creed,” 19. 
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thinks Lactantius was the first Christian known to systematically 

develop theosophical arguments for converting learned pagans.214  His 

purpose was solely apologetic. It was also risky, given the complex 

content of the oracle which revealed that pagans were indeed thinking 

seriously and deeply about god. The concern for Lactantius was that he 

might be perceived as admiring a pagan interpretation of the nature of 

god.215 On five occasions throughout the Divine Institutions he quotes 

oracles of Apollo in hexameters.  

The oracle in Lactantius begins with the three verses in question. 

Lactantius frames the text as a response to a question asked of Apollo 

about who he was, or who god was altogether: quis esset, aut quid 

esset omnino Deus?  

The version of the three hexameters as found in the Tübingen 

Theosophy is the same as Lactantius’ except that it comes at the end of 

an extended response rather than the beginning. The verses follow an 

introduction in which a certain Theophilos asked Apollo a question 

about god:  

{Oti Qeofivlou tino;V tou:noma to;n =Apovllwna ejrwthvsantoV, su; ei\ 
qeo;V h] a[lloV, e[crhsen ou{twV` 
A certain person by the name of Theophilos asked Apollo, ‘Are 

you god or another? He thus pronounced an oracle: 

[Esq= uJpe;r oujranivou kuvteoV, kaquvperqe lelogcwvV, flogmo;V 
ajpeirevsioV, kinouvmenoV, a[pletoV aijwvn` e[sti d= ejni; makavressin 
ajmhvcanoV, eij mh; eJauto;n boula;V bouleuvshsi path;r mevgaV, wjV 
ejsidevsqai e[nqaper ou[t= aijqh;r fevrei ajstevraV ajglaofeggei:V, ou[te 
selhnaivh ligufeggevtiV aijwrei:tai. ouj qeo;V ajntiavei kat= ajtarpitovn, 
oujd= ejgw; aujto;V ajkti:sin sunew;n ejpikivdnamai aijqerodinhvV. ajlla; 
pevlei pursoi:o qeou: perimhvketoV aujlwvn, e{rpwn eiJlivgdhn, 

                                            
214 Pier Franco Beatrice, “Pagan Wisdom and Christian Theology According to the 

Tübingen Theosophy,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 3 issue 4 (1995): 407. 
215 Anderson, “Oracular Creed,” 19: “The underlying idea in Lactantius’ kind of 

argument is that the pagans, though fundamentally wrong in their religious 

conceptions, may nevertheless have some dim ideas of the truth. This position of 

course makes it possible for Lactantius to argue both with and against the pagan 

texts.”  
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rJoizouvmenoV. ouj me;n ejkeivnou aJyavmenoV puro;V aijqerivou deiv seiev tiV 
h:jtor` ouj ga;r e[cei daivein. ajzhcei: d= ejn meledhqmw:/ aijw;n aijw:sin 
ejpimivgnutai ejk qeou: aujtou:. aujtofuhvV, ajdivdaktoV, ajmhvtwr, 
ajstufevliktoV, ou[noma mhde; lovgw/ cwrouvmenon, ejn puri; naivwn, tou:to 
qeovV` mikrh; de; qeou: meri;V a[ggeloi hJmei:V.216 

There is above heaven a vessel, by the will of the gods from 

above, a boundless flame, moving, an immense eternity; and he 

is irresistible among the blessed ones, unless the great father 

should plan a purpose himself, so that he might be looked into; 

there neither the ether bears stars with splendid light, nor the 

moon raises clear light. No god meets him on the road, neither I 

myself join him spreading sunrays over the whirling ether. But 

he moves very high up so he might light up the flutes of god, 

whirling, rolling, being rushed through the air. Anyone touching 

that ethereal fire does not shakes the heart; for god does not 

have to divide. And in unceasing care Aion is mingled with 

Aions by god himself.  Self-generate, without teacher, without 

mother, unshaken, a name not contained in a word, dwelling in 

fire, this is god; we angeloi are a small portion of god. 

In this sixteen-line oracle god is described as Aion and fire, an entity 

over the heavens, uJperouravnioV, beyond the ether, far beyond and 

removed from the visible and created realm. Even gods such as Apollo 

do not go there on their own. The supreme god exists there removed 

from all others. This is an expression of the platonic cosmology 

described in the Timaios.217 

Gustav Wolff in 1856 published these sixteen verses as an appendix to 

his edition of thirteen fragments from different manuscripts of the 

works of Porphyry on oracles.218 In 1889 Karl Buresch published a 

manuscript found in Tϋbingen which contained all these texts and 

more as an addendum to his work on Klaros.219 The Tϋbingen 

                                            
216 Wolff, Porphyrii de philosophia, 231-234. 
217 See Chapter Six on the construction of the universe in the Timaios, which is a 

foundational concept and source for philosophical monotheism. 
218 Wolff, Porphyrii de philosophia. The appendix is entitled =Ek th:V qeosofivaV. 
219 Karl Buresch, Klaros. Untersuchungen zum Orakelwesen des späteren 
Altertumus, (Leipzig: 1889). The addendum appears under the heading Crhsmoi; tw:n 
+Ellhnikw:n qew:n. 
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Theosophy, as it is conveniently referred to, is also published by 

Hartmut Erbse.220 

The purpose of the Tübingen Theosophy is likely to be scholarly. As its 

date is much later than the time Christianity became the mainstream 

religion in the Mediterranean, there is not the sense of urgency and 

polemic evident as in Lactantius who wrote before the time 

Christianity was well established. However, the material contained in 

the Theosophy, may have been collected by Christian sources for 

apologetic purposes before it was put together in the Theosophy. The 

Theosophy (qeosofiva) was compiled as a four book appendix to a seven 

book treatise, On True Belief (peri; th:V ojrqh:V pivstewV), written around 

500 CE.221 The seven books were lost, apparently on account of their 

Monophysite tenets.222 The Theosophy itself contains various texts, 

including oracles of Apollo, the Sybilline oracles, Orphic writings, 

sayings of different philosophers.223 The pagan oracles contained in the 

Theosophy were those largely consistent with Christian theology. Any 

omissions may have been to disguise contents offensive to Christian 

theology.224 

Robert tried to harmonise the three versions of the oracle,225 an effort 

which has not gained scholarly consensus.226 Harmonising the versions 

detracts from the diversity of the cultural groups represented in the 

production and dissemination of the theological oracles. In attempting 

                                            
220 Erbse, Fragmente griechischer Theosophien, and Theosophorum Graecorum 
Fragmenta. Iterum recensuit H. E. 
221 Beatrice, “Pagan Wisdom,” 403. A sixteenth century Byzantine manuscript 

provides information on the contents of the lost books. 
222 Pier Franco Beatrice, “Monophysite Christology in an Oracle of Apollo,” 

International Journal of the Classical Tradition, 4 Issue 1 (1997): 13-14. 
223 Anderson, “Oracular Creed,” 19. 
224 Parke, Oracles of Apollo, 168. 
225 Robert, “Un Oracle,” 609. 
226 Cline, Ancient Angels, 40 suggests, along with others (see below), the likelihood of 

multiple versions of the oracle. Anderson, “Oracular Creed,” 11-14 takes the oracle as 

deriving from three separate sources. Parke, Oracles of Apollo, 167 takes both the 

theological oracle at Oinoanda and the Chromatis dedication in proximity to be 

incomplete and representative of texts derived from a religious anthology. 
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to harmonise the versions Robert presumed that Theophilos, a citizen 

of Oinoanda obtained an oracular response in Klaros on behalf of the 

city of Oinoanda. Twenty-one verses were given (Lactantius: respondit 

viginti et uno versibus) of which sixteen are known from Theosophy. 

He suggests the first thirteen verses were omitted from the inscription 

because they were too long for the stone altar.227  

I think that the Oinoanda response was not too long for the stone. This 

would especially be the case if as Robert says, the oracular 

consultation was an official city commission. Oinoanda was home to 

numerous lengthy inscriptions, including the very large and well-

known texts of the Epicurean philosopher Diogenes of Oinoanda.228 

Therefore the length of the inscription ought not to have been an issue, 

particularly of a text seemingly so important in content.  

For Robert’s hypothesis of a synthesis of all three versions to work, 

each version would have originated from the same source. There would 

also have been a lacuna in the Theosophy text, which is only sixteen 

lines long. Lactantius proposes twenty-one lines. There is also the 

issue of the three hexameters from the Oinoanda oracle appearing as 

the beginning of Lactantius’s version and the conclusion of the 

Theosophy version. Wolff, Buresch and Robert agree that Lactantius’ 

principium, which comes at the introduction of the oracle, means ‘the 

main point,’ the summa, not the beginning of the response. If this was 

the case it would be possible to synthesise the versions.229 Potter 

prefers to account for the line discrepancy between Lactantius and 

                                            
227 Robert, “Un Oracle,” 609 ff. 
228 c.120 CE. New discoveries of this already large inscription have happened as 

recently as the 2007 campaign undertaken by the Deutsches Archäologisches Institut 

in Oinoanda, www.dainst.org. See “Oinoanda Report 2008,” Fig. 6. One of the newly 

discovered fragments contains a statement of Diogenes’ attitude to Plato’s theory of 

cosmogony.  
229 Buresch, Klaros, 57 first made this claim in 1889 citing Tertullian Contra 
Hermogenes 19 and Pliny Natural History 9.106 to support this. Potter, Prophecy 
and History, 353 says these Latin writers do not support the claim. Robert, “Un 

Oracle,” 609. 

http://www.dainst.org/
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Porphyry as the result of multiple utterances of the oracle.230 Cline 

affirms the likelihood of multiple oracles or different versions of the 

oracle.231  

In addition to Potter and Cline, Anderson and Merkelbach and Stauber 

think there were three separate origins for the extant texts in which 

the oracle verses appear.232 This would make more sense of the line 

discrepancy between Lactantius and the Theosophy rather than 

grappling for obscure meanings of words like principium to try and 

justify the harmonisation of texts. If there were separate origins for 

the texts it would seem likely that there were other occasions when the 

oracle was used. Anderson goes as far as saying: “the three-line 

sequence constituted a standard statement, used and re-used widely to 

convey an accepted religious opinion and functioning as something like 

a creed in a religious world generally without dogmas.”233 Mitchell 

confirms the use and reuse of oracular material in his discussion of the 

oracle from Melli which is found in Greek and nine Latin versions.234 

Mitchell suggests this oracle is an exegesis of the oracle text from 

Oinoanda.235 

The religious instructions contained in oracle responses, whether 

theological or otherwise, follow a pattern of repetition.236 Responses 

were repetitive because Apollo, as the main god consulted at oracle 

centres, held a unified personality in which prophesying, aversion and 

protection were aspects which were maintained throughout different 

cultural contexts.237 This meant that responses contained similar 

                                            
230 Potter, Prophecy and History, 351. 
231 Cline, Ancient Angels, 32. 
232 Anderson, “Oracular Creed,” 16; Potter, Prophecy and History, 353-54; 

Merkelbach and Stauber, 44; Cline, Ancient Angels, 32. 
233 Anderson, “Oracular Creed,” 21. 
234 Mitchell, “Melli,” 151-5. See discussion in Chapter Seven and further, in Chapter 

Nine.  
235 Mitchell, “Melli,” 153. 
236 Anderson, “Oracular Creed,” 17. 
237 Thus Miller, “Origin and Original Nature of Apollo.” 
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themes designed to provide for protection against danger through 

prophetic response.  

There is evidence of repetition in oracle utterances. Oinomaios of 

Gadara, the Cynic philosopher, expressed disappointment at the oracle 

for providing him with a response that had been delivered to another 

person.238 Generic responses were likely to have been more common 

than the surviving texts indicate. The cost of consultation for ordinary 

people would have been one of the reasons. The early Hellenistic 

inscription from Hierapolis discussed above, of a premade response for 

use by drawing lots is an example of this.239  

 

8.7.2 Interpreting the oracle in the cultural environment 

The Oinoanda oracle in its various forms is an example of the 

assimilative response of the major oracle centres of Asia Minor to the 

religious situation that emerged in the cultural environment in the 

first three centuries. The oracle captures the processes of traditional 

religion adapting to wider cultural change. The oracle centres held the 

authority of a traditional religious structure. By assimilating elements 

of a new religious situation, at least in Asia Minor, the oracle centres 

                                            
238 Saul Levin, “The Old Greek Oracles in Decline,” in Aufstieg und Nierdergang der 
Romischen Welt II: Rise and Decline of the Roman World, W. Hasse (ed.), Vol. 18/2 

(Berlin-New York, 1989), 1633. Eusebios Praep. Ev. 5.21.6-23 contains an account of 

Oinomaios’ discovery that someone from the crowd had overheard the very same 

response given him in his quest for wisdom from the oracle at Klaros to a merchant 

from Pontus. The oracle reported that he would receive assistance from the kh:poV 
+Hraklhvi&oV, garden of Herakles, which inspired him to exaltation before realising he 

had been deceived: (Oinomaios) oujk ajphllagmevna pikrivaV, oujde; ga;r daivmonoV, mh; o{ti 
qeou:, tou;V para; toi:V Panevllhsi qaumazomevnouV crhsmou;V ei\nai bouvletai, gohvtwn de; 
ajndrw:n plavnaV kai; sofivsmata ejpi; ajpavth tw:n pollw:n ejskeuwrhmevna... ei|V tiV ejk tw:n 
pollw:n levgei, ejpomnuvmenoV aujtou;V tou;V sunairomevnouV qeouvV, h| mh;n para; sou: ajkhkoevnai 
aujto; tou:to Kallistravtw/ dedomevnon Pontikw:/ tini ejmpovrw/ - I am not set free of 

bitterness, for it is not from a daimon, not because of god, I am willing to be amazed 
at the oracles along with all the Greeks, but deceit is upon them all, being beguiled at 
the errors of human beings and fabricated sly tricks... a certain one of them all said, 
having sworn himself by bringing together the gods, truly your deceit has been heard 
the same as this has been given to Kallistratos of Pontus a certain merchant. 
239 Merkelbach and Stauber, 15, no. 7; Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 236. 
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grew in prominence as sources of theological insight into the divine. 

Alongside this, the oracle centres continued to issue responses 

belonging to mainstream traditional religion. The theological oracles 

carried the authority of the prophetic tradition of Apollo. They were 

transmitted across the Roman Empire, to people and places who were 

asking questions about god.  

A question has been asked about who or what god is in each of the 

oracle versions. Through the prophetic response of Apollo, the mantis 

has described god as independent of any other divine being. This god is 

ejn puri; naivwn, dwelling in primal fire. This god cannot be named, 

ou[noma mh; cwrw:n, poluwvnomoV, or is unable to be contained in a word, 

ou[noma mhde; lovgw/ cwrouvmenoV. This god is described as the 

supercelestial ether, or the aion, a divinity which sees all things, 

Aijqevra panderkh:, even as she is beyond them. An image of the 

hierarchy of divine and semi-divine beings as described in Plato’s 

Timaios is found in the oracle versions. In this universe, the 

unshakeable, immoveable creating divinity exists separated from the 

rest of everything. This being exists in perfection, unsullied by 

anything that has been created. This is the Theos Hypsistos, the one to 

whom worshippers humbled themselves and lit lamps and said prayers 

before, even as they looked toward mediators to fulfil a personalised 

relationship. 

In the hierarchy of beings Apollo himself is qeou: merivV, a small portion 

of god, lower in the scale of beings, yet still possessing divinity as 

angelos. Through Apollo’s message worshippers received cultic 

instruction for honouring the highest god. With flame, they respect her 

primal position, sunward they seek light and heat, remembering as 

they do Helios-Apollo who brings them word, who bridges a gulf 

between realms, ideal and material, that they cannot pass. 
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This oracle gives evidence of a shift in focus away from the traditional 

pagan interpretation of the gods. Its theology is not unknown. It has 

been part of a long line of philosophical enquiry. The new thing is the 

application of the theology to a ritual context.  

 

8.7.3 Summing up the Oinoanda oracle 

The Oinoanda oracle and its versions have been the subject of much 

scholarly debate since Lactantius first commented on it. In this 

discussion, I have considered the oracle in the inscription at Oinoanda, 

in Lactantius and in the Theosophy of Tϋbingen collection. I have 

studied the cultic context of the Oinoanda inscription with a cult of 

Theos Hypsistos, and whether the cultic instruction was originally 

included when the oracle was issued. I have examined the status of the 

Oinoanda oracle as a theological oracle and assessed its place in the 

new religious situation. 

I conclude that the oracle was a significant document specifying a 

theological statement about god along with cultic ritual to accompany 

it. The six hexameters found at Oinoanda were originally given 

together from a single oracle centre. The likelihood of that centre being 

Klaros is confirmed by other theological oracles originating from there 

in a period in which Klaros experienced a height of activity. Klaros and 

Didyma were pagan focal points of a new religious expression which 

found cultic output in followers of Theos Hypsistos.  

The content of the oracle preserved in Lactantius and the Theosophy 

were not derived from Oinoanda. They are examples of the wide 

dissemination of theological speculation on the nature of god which 

were issued from oracle centres. They are examples of the response to 

questions people, as individuals and communities, were asking about 

god. This conclusion supports a cultural environment which was 

moving toward monotheistic understandings of god. 
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The theological oracle responses were part of the process of answering 

questions people asked about god: Who is god? What is god’s nature? 

Which god should we worship? Which god is highest? Nothing 

similarly theological was transmitted from the prominent oracle centre 

of Delphi.240 This confirms that oracle centres in Asia Minor, 

particularly the large centres of Klaros and Didyma, contributed to the 

journey toward pagan monotheism. The oracle centres were places 

where minority groups and mainstream met in a common assimilative 

space. In this space language and ideas about god were shared.  

 

8.8 Conclusion: the voice of the oracle  

In this study, I affirm the important place of oracles in traditional 

pagan religion. I acknowledge the long background preserved in 

ancient literature as well as inscriptional evidence. The embeddedness 

of pagan religion in all aspects of culture, and the lack of formal 

doctrine for the most part, contributed to the significance of oracles as 

the main means of divine communication. Evidence of faith placed in 

divine communication confirms the oracle centres as places of religious 

authority.  

Apollo was the main god of prophecy. The prophetic role of Apollo was 

a major part of his appearance in Asia Minor and elsewhere in the 

ancient world. The many different functions of the god fit his prophetic 

role. The arrival of pandemic Apollo in cities and villages in Asia Minor 

reflect the assimilative capacity of the god. The Hellenistic Apollo 

became the superior identity, appending the names of indigenous 

prophetic gods, even as the characteristics of indigenous practices were 

preserved.  

                                            
240 Anderson, “Oracular Creed,” 17. 
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The major oracle centres of Asia Minor in the imperial period were 

places of much activity, industry, tourism, tradition, progression in 

religious ideas. Klaros and Didyma were renowned places, patronised 

by emperors, cities, and individuals. The prophetic processes were 

complex. Insights are discerned through the evidence of the responses 

themselves and the architecture of sites. The types of response from 

the voice of the oracle depended on the status and means of the 

consultant. The prophetic industry was integrally linked to the 

economic success of the centres and their ongoing viability even in an 

environment of religious change. 

Klaros especially showed evidence of assimilation through its capacity 

to respond to questions about the identity and nature of god. The 

theological oracles issued from the oracle centres responded to a 

cultural trend toward monotheism. The theological response received 

at Oinoanda reflects this wider trend and places it in the cult context 

of worship of a highest god, Theos Hypsistos. Theological oracles such 

as the Oinoanda oracle were experiments in synthesising new ideas 

about a highest god with the role and esteem of the traditional gods. 

Within this synthesis, Apollo continued to have a role. The ongoing 

status of Klaros and Didyma reflect the success of these oracle centres 

throughout the third and into the fourth centuries.  

The voice of the oracle was so important both in mainstream and 

minority pagan groups, that the eventual silencing of the oracles with 

the dominance of Christianity as a mainstream cultural influence 

represented a significant point of death in pagan religion. 
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9. A HYMN FOR KOLOSSAI 

 

In the last chapter, I considered oracles as a means of communication 

from divine to human. I looked for evidence of the oracle centres being 

active agents of change in the new religious situation and for pagan 

monotheism within oracle communication. I discovered oracle 

communication that gave evidence of pagan monotheism within a 

cultic context of devotion to Theos Hypsistos, the highest god. I now 

move the focus from pagan monotheistic practices to Christian 

expressions of monotheism. I intend to seek connections between 

pagan and Christian monotheistic practices as evidence of a common 

background cultural environment. 

Now in this chapter I give an overview of Christian community in the 

Lykos Valley in southwestern Phrygia, with attention to the city of 

Kolossai. I then turn to the biblical Letter to the Kolossians and 

identify points of community conflict evident in the letter. I take the 

hymnic portion of the letter (Kol 1.15-20) and read it alongside 

monotheistic pagan, traditional pagan and Jewish religious practices. 

Finally, I place the hymn and the theological oracle from Oinoanda 

discussed in the previous chapter in cultural and cultic context. I 

undertake a comparative analysis between the oracle and hymn and 

assess whether the two texts contain language and vocabulary 

expressing a highest god which is mutually resonating. 

I investigate whether pagan ritual practices which can be associated 

with monotheism in the cultural environment of the Lykos Valley were 

influential in the Christian ekklesia. Did the religious attitude and 

cult backgrounds of pagan monotheistic groups find expression in the 

divergent practices noted in the biblical letter? Was the cultural 

environment a matrix for the expressions of god evident in oracle and 

hymn? 
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Map 3: “Map of the Lycus Valley founded on the Ottoman Railway Survey,” with 

additions by W. M. Ramsay, in W. M. Ramsay, The Church in the Roman Empire 
before AD 170, (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1902), 472. The map highlights the 

three main cities of the Valley, Hierapolis, Laodikeia and Kolossai.  

 

9.1 Locating Kolossai in the Lykos Valley 

The three main cities of the Lykos Valley in Phrygia: Kolossai, 

Hierapolis and Laodikeia, were among those places where Christian 

communities and their worshipping bodies, the ejkklhsivai, assemblies, 

or churches, became established. Ancient Kolossai lies in the valley of 

the Lykos River, which is a tributary of the larger Maeander River in 

Phrygia, in the Roman province of Asia, near to the geographical 

borders of Lydia and Karia. Kolossai lies 4.8 km to the north of the less 

ancient city of Khonai. Nearby in the valley are two other significant 

cities, Laodikeia1 and Hierapolis.2 The three formed a triangle of 

trade,3 social, cultural and political interactions. The territories of 

                                            
1 Laodikeia was one of the Jewish assize centres, where money was collected for 

contribution to the Jerusalem temple.  
2 At Hierapolis, there was an oracle centre of Apollo. See Chapter Eight section 8.4. 
3 Strabo 13.4.14 refers to the mineral streams which assisted in producing dyed 

purple wool which was an important trade item in the valley.  
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these cities bordered each other, and their nearness likely led to local 

conflicts between them.4 An important road passed through the valley 

from Ephesos to Apameia.5 It would have been along this road that the 

emperor Hadrian and his entourage passed in the early second 

century.6 Classical authors report activity at Kolossai indicative of an 

important city.7 By the first century CE its importance appears to have 

declined.8 Early modern commentators agree that the city declined 

through antiquity.9 Laodikeia and Hierapolis were assumed to take a 

greater role. Kolossai, as the other cities in the Lykos Valley, was 

                                            
4 Huttner, Early Christianity, 25, 27. Alan H. Cadwallader, “Inter-City Conflict in 

the Story of St Michael of Chonai,” in Religious Conflict in the Early Christian 
World, D. Luckensmeyer and W. Mayer, eds. (Tϋbingen: de Grutyer, 2013), 1 

provides a vivid description of intense conflict as it was later recorded in the 

vernacular story of Saint Michael, especially between Laodikeia and Kolossai.  
5 See Map 3 above. The probable line of the ancient road between Ephesos and 

Apameia is indicated by Ramsay by the horizontal line with vertical line spacings. 
6 In the year 129-31 CE the emperor Hadrian (117-38 CE) visited the cities of the 

Lykos as part of his second Asian tour. An inscription from this time attests to his 

public proclamation as Olympian emperor, IGR IV.869: aujtokrav- |  tori Kaivsa- |  ri 
Traianw: +A- |  drianw: Se- | bastw: =Olum- | pivw L Ma- | kedw;n cei- | livarco – to 

the imperator Caesar Trajan Hadrian Augustus Olympios Loukios S(tatios) Makedo 
the military tribune (dedicated this). It is likely that the granting of Roman 

citizenships during and after this tour resulted. Cadwallader, private correspondence 

2005. J. C. G. Anderson sketched the inscription in 1897. See Cadwallader, 

Fragments of Colossae: Sifting Through the Traces, (Hindmarsh: ATF Press, 2015), 

37. See also Strubbe, ARAI EPITUMBIOI, 194. 
7 Herodotos 7.30 on Xerxes’ army camping in Kolossai; Xenophon Anabasis 1.2.6 

described the city as: povlin oijkoumevnhn, eujdaivmona kai; megavlh – a well populated city, 

prosperous and great. 
8 When Strabo 7.8.13 (d.c.24 CE) wrote, he described Kolossai as a povlisma, which is 

another word for a city or town, or the buildings of a city, but not the more commonly 

applied word povliV, which is used of significant cities. LSJ say sometimes the 

meaning is the same as povliV, other times different. It can also mean ‘community.’ 
9 Such as J. B. Lightfoot, St Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon, 
(London: MacMillan and Co., 1875), 15-16. Lightfoot, 16 even says that Kolossai 

“disappears wholly from the pages of history.” Later commentators such as Huttner, 

Early Christianity, 25 continue to suggest that Kolossai declined through the 

imperial period. Evidence that Kolossai did recover from the earthquake is presented 

though subsequent epigraphical and numismatic discoveries from the site. Coins 

were minted from the time of Hadrian, including the important homonoia coin issued 

between Kolossai and Aphrodisias. Such evidence indicates the city remained viable 

and active for centuries after its supposed decline. On numismatic evidence from 

Kolossai see H. von Aulock, Mϋnzen und Städte Phrygiens (Tϋbingen: Ernst 

Wasmuth Verlag, 2 vols., 1980, 1987); B. V. Head, Catalogue of the Greek Coins of 
Phrygia, (London: British Museum, 1906). On the homonoia, see D. J. MacDonald, 

“The Homonoia of Colossae and Aphrodisias,” in Jahrbuch fϋr Numismatik und 
Geldgeschitchte 33 (1983): 25-7. 
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likely to have been affected by earthquake in the mid first century.10 

Little surface archaeology remains of the city of Kolossai. Much 

remains to be rediscovered and interpreted, and time will reveal more 

deeply held mysteries.11  

 

9.1.2 Christian community in the Lykos Valley 

Christian groups began to emerge in the first century, following the 

proclamation of Jesus of Nazareth. In the first three centuries CE 

Christians were minority groups, even as they rapidly expanded over 

these three centuries.12 In Asia Minor they began through the 

evangelistic efforts of the followers of Jesus who moved beyond 

Palestine and set up communities in various places.13 Epigraphic 

evidence of very early Christian groups is less obvious than evidence 

for Jewish and pagan groups, at least in the first and second centuries, 

meaning the literary biblical material is frequently the main source for 

studies of Christian communities.14  

Christian groups represented those of the new religious type.15 

Membership required an individual choice and commitment to that 

choice. This meant that Christian groups stood out from mainstream 

traditional paganism. The existence of a new religious situation in the 

cultural environment, the rise in prominence of individuals making 

                                            
10 Tacitus Annals 14.27.1 records the destruction of Laodikeia in 60 CE; Eusebios 

Chronicle 210 places the event in 64 or 65. He writes later than Tacitus, (c. 325 CE) 

and he includes the destruction of Kolossai and Hierapolis in his report. 
11 See the compilation of data in Cadwallader, Fragments of Colossae. 
12 Harland, Associations, Synagogues and Congregations, 2 names both Christian 

and Jewish groups as “minority cultural groups.” This status he claims is due to their 

shared monotheism within a polytheistic culture. 
13 The Book of Revelation refers to seven major centres were established in Asia 

Minor (Rev 1.4); Ephesos (2.1), Smyrna, (2.8), Pergamon (2.12), Thyateira (2.18), 

Sardis (3.1), Philadelphia (3.7), Laodikeia (3.14). 
14 The Book of Revelation, the Acts of the Apostles, The Gospel of John, the letters to 

the Kolossians, Ephesians, Galatians, Philemon, and John refer to life in the 

developing Asian ekklesiai.  
15 See study in Chapter Five, sections 5.2 and 5.3 on religious change in the cultural 

environment and religious groups of the new type. 
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conscious choices about religion, the factors of acculturation and 

integration, facilitated by good roads, relatively secure frontiers, and 

trade and commerce interactions, all enabled a diverse mix of people to 

interact and become part of new groups away from the static traditions 

of civic religion. In addition, the sound evidence of conflicting issues in 

the Kolossian letter indicates the ekklesiai were made up of a mix of 

people.16  

As Christianity was a monotheistic religion with continuity through 

Jewish roots, it is reasonable to assume that Jewish people, or those 

attracted to Judaism, were drawn to it. Similarly, as the evidence from 

the letter referring to the pagan religious practices discussed in this 

chapter suggests, people were likely to come from pagan monotheistic 

groups into ekklesiai.  

Christian communities gained members from Judaism and from non-

Jewish cultural groups, both mainstream Hellenistic pagans and less 

Hellenised indigenous pagans. Pagans became members especially if 

they already shared a monotheistic attitude toward god. The reference 

at Kol 3.11 to the mix of community supports this:  

o{pou oujk e[ni $Ellhn, kai; =Ioudai:oV, peritomh; kai; ajkrobustiva, 
bavrbaroV, SkuvqhV, dou:loV, ejleuvqeroV, ajlla; (ta;) pavnta kai; ejn 
pa:sin CristovV 
where there is no Greek, and Jew, circumcision and 

uncircumcision, barbarian, Scythian, slave, free, but Christ is 

everything and in everything.  

Groups described in this verse as barbarian and Scythian I consider 

have pagan non-Greek backgrounds. The term ‘barbarian’ was very 

loosely applied, usually with a perjuring sense, in the ancient world. 

Ancient writers describe oiJ bavrbaroi as opposed to oiJ $EllhneV, with 

the superiority resting with the Greeks.17 ‘Barbarian’ and ‘Scythian,’ 

                                            
16 Gal 3.28 and Kol 3.11 reflect this diversity. 
17 Plato Politics 262D; Thucydides 1.3; Strabo 661. 
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were type words to describe those who were not Greek, and who did 

not share Greek as a first language.18   

Even the distinction made between circumcision and uncircumcision 

here, the peritomh; kai; ajkrobustiva, may mean that full Jews in addition 

to those who stood at the outer edge, such as the theosebeis, were 

members of the Kolossian Christian community. Indications of Jewish 

influence in the community at Kolossai are found in the letter at 

2.16,19 21; 4.11.20 Indigenous pagan groups may lie behind the 

practices referred to at 2.18, 23. These will be discussed more fully 

below.  

The diversity of issues represented in the biblical witness of the 

developing Asian ekklesiai, which were distinct to each community 

suggest that different types of Christian practices existed within the 

Lykos Valley.21 Trebilco thinks that whilst these did not come together 

in worshipping ekklesiai, that there nonetheless was a network of 

Christian communities in close communication.22 The writer of the 

Kolossian letter admits his struggle, ajgw:na, for those in Laodikeia as 

                                            
18 LSJ describe bavrbaroV as one who was foreign, who did not share the Greek 

language. 
19 Arnold, “Sceva, Solomon, and Shamanism,” 8, agrees with the Jewish influence in 

this verse. 
20 Kol 4.10-11 refers directly to Jewish influence: =Aspavzetai uJma:V =ArivstarcoV oJ 
sunaicmavlwtovV mou kai; Ma:rkoV oJ ajneyio;V Barnaba: (peri; ou| ejlavbete ejntolavV, eja;n e[lqh/ 
pro;V uJma:V, devxasqe aujtovn) kai; =Ihsou:V oJ legovmenoV =Iou:stoV, oiJ o[nteV ejk peritomh:V, ou|toi 
movnoi sunergoi; eijV th;n basileivan tou: qeou:, oi{tineV ejgenhvqhsavn moi parhgoriva – 
Aristarchos my fellow prisoner of war greets you and Markos the cousin of Barnabas 
(concerning whom you received instructions, if he comes to you,) and Jesus known as 
Justus, these ones are from the circumcision, these only are my fellow workers in the 
kingdom of god, they have been a comfort to me. This is a specific reference to Jewish 

people, although not in Kolossai, but as colleagues of the letter writer. It does infer 

however, that Jews were in the community at Kolossai because the writer conveys 

their greetings to the ekklesia, perhaps to encourage the Jewish converts there. 
21 Paul Trebilco, “Christians in the Lycus Valley: the view from Ephesus and from 

Western Asia Minor,” in Alan H. Cadwallader and Michael Trainor (eds.), Colossae in 
Space and Time: Linking to an Ancient City, (Göttingen/Oakville: Vandenhoeck & 

Ruprecht, 2011), 193 suggest that Pauline, Johannine and Nicolatian types of 

Christianity were present. Pauline Christianity was introduced first, possibly in the 

50s, then Johannine in the 70s and Nicolatian thereafter. 
22 Trebilco, “Christians in the Lycus Valley,” 195. See too Huttner, Early 
Christianity, 27. 
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well as Kolossai, suggesting there was significant interaction.23 The 

interconnectedness between communities enabled the transfer of ideas 

and movements.24 This collaborative ministry approach of Paul the 

apostle supports the networking theory,25 and given that Paul’s 

colleague Epaphras likely established the ekklesia in Kolossai on 

Pauline foundations,26 the collaborative approach may have been 

sustained throughout the Lykos Valley.27 

Indigenous, mostly rural or village dwelling groups numbered among 

the inhabitants of the valley.28 These groups engaged with urban 

Christians, as well as other cultural groups, in Kolossai, Hierapolis 

and Laodikeia through trade, social and political interactions. Through 

acculturative processes, religious and other ideas and even practices 

would have mutually influenced the indigenous pagan and the 

Christian groups. In an assimilation theory framework, acculturation 

worked mutually between different groups. Through acculturation, the 

                                            
23 Kol 2.1: qevlw ga;r uJma:V eijdevnai hJlivkon ajgw:na e[cw uJpe;r uJmw:n kai; tw:n ejn Laodikeiva/ 
kai; o{soi oujc eJovrakan to; provswpovn mou ejn sarkiv – for I wish you to know how much I 

have a struggle on behalf of you and of those in Laodikeia and as many as have not 
seen my face in the flesh. 
24 Trebilco, “Christians in the Lycus Valley,” 184. 
25 Vicky Balabanski, “Where is Philemon? The Case for a Logical Fallacy in the 

Correlation of the Data in Philemon and Colossians 1.1-2; 4.7-18,” JSNT 38/2 (2015): 

144, and note 31 on this ministerial approach. 
26 Kol 1.7-8: kaqw;V ejmavqete ajpo; =Epafra: tou: ajgaphtou: sundouvlou hJmw:n, o{V ejstin pisto;V 
uJpe;r uJmw:n diavkonoV tou: Cristou:, oJ kai; dhlwvsaV hJmi:n th;n uJmw:n ajgavphn ejn pneuvmati – 
just as you learned from Epaphras our beloved fellow slave, who is a faithful servant 
of Christ on your behalf, who showed to us your love in the spirit; and 4.12-13: 
ajspavzetai uJma:V =Epafra:V oJ ejx uJmw:n, dou:loV Cristou: (=Ihsou:), pavntote ajgwnizovmonoV 
uJpe;r uJmw:n ejn tai:V proseucai:V, i{na staqh:te tevleioi kai; peplhroforhmevnoi ejn panti; 
qelhvmati tou: qeou: - Epaphras who is one of you, greets you, a slave of Christ [Jesus], 

who is always struggling on your behalf in prayers, so that you may stand complete 
and have been fully assured in all things by the will of god. These verses emphasise 

that Epaphras was from Kolossai, even if not present in the Kolossian ekklesia when 

the letter was received. On the significant role of Epaphras in the Christian 

community at Kolossai, and the social networking that took place see: Michael 

Trainor, Epaphras: Paul’s Educator at Colossae, (Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical 

Press, 2008).  
27 See Huttner, Early Christianity, 88-9. 
28 Strelan, “The Languages of the Lycus Valley,” 85 says that most of the inhabitants 

of the valley lived in small towns, large estates or small rural villages; and 88-9 that 

there were many rural dwellers in the valley, which was why indigenous language 

prevailed over Greek. 
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ideas and customs of one group gained currency in another if they did 

not conflict with core group identity parameters. It is likely that some 

indigenous pagans became members of ekklesiai if they were familiar 

with ritual practices which looked toward a highest god. The discovery 

of inscriptions with Phrygian dialectical variations confirms that there 

were indigenous pagans in the Lykos Valley who were not highly 

acculturated with the Hellenistic mainstream.29  

The establishment of the ekklesiai in the Lykos Valley created 

reactions with other cultural groups.30 There is evidence of hostile 

reactions in the letter at 4.5-6:  

ejn sofiva/ peripatei:te pro;V tou;V e[xw to;n kairo;n ejxagorazovmenoi. oJ 
lovgoV uJmw:n pavntote ejn cavriti, a{lati hjrtumevnoV, eijdevnai pw:V dei: 
uJma:V eJni; eJkavstw/ ajpokrivnesqai 
go about with wisdom towards the ones on the outside making 

good use of the time. Let your word be always with grace, 

seasoned with salt, so that you may know how it is necessary to 

answer each one. 

Hostility contributed to a degree of suffering among Christians,31 both 

within their ekklesiai and with other religious groups. Conflict and 

division created by hostility nonetheless represented the diversity of 

membership, robustness of community, and interest in wider 

connectivity with other Christians.32 Conflict and division were also 

results of the new religious situation into which Christianity grew. 

In summary, what little can be determined about Christian 

communities in the Lykos Valley comes from the biblical 

correspondence. Christian monumental architecture, artefactual 

                                            
29 Strelan, “The Languages of the Lycus Valley,” 96 on Phrygian influence on 

inscriptions.  
30 Margaret Y. MacDonald, Colossians and Ephesians, (Collegeville, Minnesota: The 

Liturgical Press, 2000), 68-9 discusses hostile reactions to the ekklesia as one of the 

problems undergirding the writing of the letter.  
31 Trebilco, “Christians in the Lycus Valley,” 186. 
32 Trebilco, “Christians in the Lycus Valley,” 183. 
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evidence and other literature comes later than the period discussed 

here.  

The letter gives insight into the inclusion of Jewish people, people in 

the margins of Judaism, traditional pagans, and minority group 

pagans as members of the ekklesiai in the Lykos Valley. Network and 

communication is evident between the Lykos Valley Christians, 

meaning ideas and resources were shared. The diversity of cultural 

backgrounds of members was unified in a common desire to be part of 

a new religious group with a monotheistic orientation toward god. I 

now move into a discussion of the letter and highlight division in the 

community, which I suggest reflects the retention of previous ideas 

about god and practices of approach to god. 

 

9.2 The Letter to the Kolossians 

The Letter to the Kolossians is a text intended for Christian 

communities in the Lykos Valley. It was to be shared among their 

ekklesiai, as indicated at 4.16.33 In the comparatively small area of the 

Lykos Valley resources such as letters were highly valued. Sharing in 

resources was made possible through good communication processes, 

roads, and proximity of communities to each other. Kol 4.16 advocates 

sharing of the letter and supports Trebilco’s conclusion that Christian 

communities in the Lykos Valley practised collaborative ministry.34  

The letter was sent to the Lykos Valley in the second half of the first 

century CE. There is no scholarly consensus on the actual date of 

composition. This rests largely with issues of authorship of the letter. 

                                            
33 Kol 4.16: kai; o{tan ajnagnwsqh:/ par= uJmi:n hJ ejpistolhv, poihvsate i{na kai; ejn th:/ 
Laodikevwn ejkklhsiva/ ajnagnwsqh:/, kai; th;n ejk LaodikeivaV i{na kai; uJmei:V ajnagnw:te – and 

when this letter has been read among you, make sure it is read in the ekklesia in 
Laodikeia, and that you read the letter from Laodikeia. Reference is made to 

Laodikeia at 2.1, 4.15-16, and to Laodikeia and Hierapolis at 4.13. 
34 Trebilco, “Christians in the Lycus Valley,” 207. 
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If the letter was written by the apostle Paul then an earlier date, prior 

to 65, the approximate year of his death, is preferred. If the early 60s 

is proposed, with Paul as author, the contents of the Kolossian letter 

suggests that his theology had developed significantly from his earlier 

letters, especially in his expression of Christology and cosmology.35 

Development from early Pauline theology is especially notable in the 

hymn in Chapter One, and in the author’s application of the hymn 

throughout the letter. An example of this is found in 1.18 where Christ 

is hJ kefalh; tou: swvmatoV, the head of the body. This suggests movement 

from early Pauline writing in which the ekklesia is the body of 

Christ.36 If the letter were written by Paul, much movement happened 

in theological development, a high language register, including the use 

of hapax legomena, and complex style.37 None of this suggests that 

Paul was incapable of such development. The content of the 

undisputed letters of Paul in response to the issues which arose in the 

ekklesiai founded by his ministry all indicate a highly competent 

leader and theologian, well capable of addressing conflict and division. 

If the letter was written by a colleague, student or successor of Paul 

then a date after the 60s is likely.38 One of the most cogent recent 

analyses of the letter as pseudepigraphy is by Bart Ehrman, in which 

he evaluates Kolossians as an early Pauline forgery dealing with 

eschatology.39 Ehrman depicts a highly polemical context which differs 

from the focus of this thesis on assimilative processes; nevertheless, 

the arguments in favour of pseudepigraphy are substantial. 

                                            
35 McDonald, Colossians and Ephesians, 10; Arnold, The Colossian Syncretism, 6. 
36 Eg., Rom 12.5; 1 Cor 12.12-27. 
37 See discussion in Huttner, Early Christianity, 110-17. 
38 Although this does not discount authorship by someone else whilst Paul was alive 

and in prison. See James D. Dunn, The Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon: A 
Commentary on the Greek Text, (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Company, 1996), 39-41 on the “bridge character” of the letter, overlapping 

the possibilities of authorship by Paul or another. 
39 Bart Ehrman, Forgery and Counterforgery: The Use of Literary Deceit in Early 
Christian Polemics, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014) 171-182. 
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The question of authorship is only relevant to this thesis insofar as it 

pertains to the letter’s provenance and dating. My discussion on the 

content of the letter and its cultural context is not dependent on who 

wrote the letter. Only the issue of whether the letter can be confidently 

associated with Kolossai in the second half of the first century is of 

relevance to this discussion. It is therefore beyond the scope of this 

thesis to offer a full discussion of authorship, which many others have 

adequately considered.40 Few scholars even among those who support 

the theory of pseudepigraphy cut the letter loose from the provenance 

of Asia Minor, though there is doubt that Kolossians were the actual 

intended recipients.41 

If one can speak of a consensus position, it is articulated by Ernst 

Käsemann: if an authentic Pauline letter, as late as possible on 

account of the style; if not authentic, as early as possible.42  My 

position is therefore simply to date the Kolossian correspondence to the 

second half of the first century CE, keeping the provenance of Kolossai 

as the best indicator we have. As I am not at this point persuaded by 

arguments for the authorship of Paul, I will refer to the writer of the 

                                            
40 On dating and authorship see for example and among many, MacDonald, 

Colossians and Ephesians, 7, who applies a social-scientific lens to the letter to 

suggest a crisis in leadership following the death of a significant leader and the effort 

to enforce the authority of Paul’s co-workers, indicating Paul had already died, and 9-

10 who suggests a date between 57-63, toward the end of Paul’s career; Dunn, 

Colossians, 35, 41 who decides on authorship by someone other than Paul, but also 

significantly suggests at 39, that the letter rests: “on the trajectory of Pauline 

theology at or near the margin of the transition from ‘Pauline’ to ‘post-Pauline’ 

theology.”; Eduard Lohse, Colossians and Philemon: A Commentary on the Epistles 
to the Colossians and to Philemon, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1971), 4, agrees 

with authorship other than Paul; N. T. Wright, “Poetry and Theology in Colossians 

1.15-20,” New Testament Studies 36, (1990): 444, who argues for authentic 

authorship by Paul; as does Arnold, The Colossian Syncretism, 6-7. Matthew E. 

Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, WUNT 228 (Tϋbingen: Mohr Siebeck, 

2007), 4-5 says the author is likely Paul, but agrees that no consensus exists.  
41 Ehrman, Forgery and Counterforgery, 182. 
42 Ernst Käsemann, Kolosserbrief, 1728, cited by Petr Pokorný, Colossians: A 
Commentary, trans. Siegfried S. Schatzmann, (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1991), 4.  
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letter in anonymous terms.43 Neither is extensive discussion on the 

location of the composition of the letter useful for this thesis.44 

For the structural breakdown of the letter I follow Dunn’s model as 

follows.45 

 Address and Greeting: 1.1-246 

 Extended Thanksgiving: 1.3-23 

   Thanksgiving (1.3-8) 

   Prayer for the Kolossian recipients (1.9-14) 

   A hymn in praise of Christ (1.15-20) 

   Reconciliation and response (1.21-23) 

 Personal Statement: 1.24-2.5 

   Paul’s commitment to the gospel (1.24-29) 

   Paul’s commitment to the Kolossians (2.1-5) 

 The Theme of the Letter: 2.6-4.6 

  The thematic statement (2.6-7) 

The cross of Christ renders unnecessary any further 

human traditions and rules (2.8-23) 

The scope of Christ’s accomplishments on the cross 

(2.8-15) 

Beware of claims that there are more important 

practices and experiences (2.16-19) 

Life in Christ does not depend on observance of 

Jewish practices (2.20-23) 

  The pattern of living that follows from the cross (3.1-4.6) 

The perspective from which the Christian life 

should be lived (3.1-4) 

General guidelines and practical exhortations (3.5-

17) 

Household rules (3.18-4.1) 

                                            
43 Interestingly, ancient commentators on the letter did not question its authenticity 

as a letter of Paul.  
44 It is impossible to discern the location of the composition of the letter, especially if 

Paul had already died. Ephesos appears likely due to the familiarity of the author 

with the cultural environment of Asia Minor. However, this is not to say that 

someone who had visited the area could have written it from somewhere else. 

MacDonald, Colossians and Ephesians, 10 suggests Rome or Ephesos as two possible 

locations if Paul wrote the letter, or at least authorised writing the letter. In Rome 

Paul was imprisoned. There are several likely references to imprisonment in the 

letter: Kol 1.24; 4.3, 10, 18. However these do not affirm Paul’s authorship. 
45 Dunn, Colossians, 41-2. 
46 Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 241, says the opening (1.1-2) and closing 

(4.7-18) sections follow the conventions of official ancient letters. 
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Concluding exhortations (4.2-6) 

 Conclusion: 4.7-18 

   Maintaining communication (4.7-9) 

   Greetings (4.10-17) 

   A final, personal greeting (4.18) 

 

From the four chapters of the letter, the significant work of this thesis 

will be based in Chapters One and Two.  

Now that I have introduced the letter, I turn to the situations which 

appear to precipitate the writing of the letter to the Kolossian ekklesia. 

There are points of conflict evident in the letter. These reflect the 

diverse cultural makeup of the ekklesia and the wider pagan and 

Jewish religious practices I have described throughout this thesis. I 

then move on from conflict to the hymn, its influences and purpose in 

the letter. 

 

9.3 Conflict in Kolossai  

Assimilation processes at work in the ekklesia at Kolossai uncover 

conflict that was connected to the influence of ritual practices from 

other religious groups. Practices belonging to minority pagan and 

Jewish groups migrated with the new members into the ekklesia and 

influenced worship and community life. I suggest that these practices 

included public confession, angeloi devotion, and some Jewish rituals. 

Behind these stood an attitude of humility before the gods typical of 

indigenous pagan groups mindful of a high god who controlled their 

lives and well-being. Overarching was a vision of the universe framed 

by Greek philosophical reasoning. I will expand on these things below. 

A focus of this thesis is to investigate pagan monotheistic activity in 

Asia Minor. Assimilation theory assists the process of investigation. 

Pagan monotheistic groups numbered among minority groups in the 

Hellenistic mainstream, and assimilation theory takes the perspective 
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of minority groups. Study of the Christian ekklesiai through an 

assimilation theory method begins to fill a gap in scholarship. The 

influence of pagan monotheistic practices on conflict at Kolossai has 

been understudied, unlike Jewish or Hellenistic philosophical 

influences. When studied, cult practices have been named syncretistic 

with Judaism.47 Throughout this thesis I have sought to dismantle 

labels of syncretism and replace them with an appreciation of diverse 

practices emerging through processes of positive cultural assimilation 

from an environment which supported a developing religious situation.  

In this section, I set out the likely causes of conflict in Kolossai and the 

points of issue to which the writer responded. In doing this I 

acknowledge that space does not permit the extensive investigation 

that the subject deserves. However, for the purposes of developing this 

chapter a brief survey of conflict in Kolossai is sufficient.  

The evidence of conflict discovered in the letter is connected to the 

influence of ritual practices from other religious groups. There is a 

relationship between these practices and the hymn. The hymn is 

integral to the construction of the letter, whether it was composed by 

the author or imported into the text. The hymn in the letter is utilised 

as a response to some unique practices that were occurring in the 

ekklesia. Scholars have identified these practices as points of conflict 

within the ekklesiai. No other biblical text responds to the same issues 

as the Kolossian letter.48 The bases for naming conflict in Kolossai are 

found in Chapter Two of the letter.   

                                            
47 For example, Arnold, The Colossian Syncretism; Richard E. DeMaris, The 
Colossian Controversy: Wisdom in Dispute at Colossae, JSNTSS 96 (Sheffield: JSOT 

Press, 1994); Martin Dibelius, “Die Isisweihe bei Apuleius und verwandte Initiations-

Riten,” (1917), republished as, “The Isis Initiation in Apuleius and Related Initiatory 

Rites,” in Fred O. Francis and Wayne Meeks (eds.), Conflict at Colossae, (Montana: 

Society of Biblical Literature and Scholars Press, 1975): 61-122; Dunn, Colossians; 

Lohse, Colossians and Philemon. 
48 Each Pauline letter responds to its particularly intended context. 
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Conflict in Kolossai has been debated widely in scholarship without 

consensus about the causes of conflict or who was the conflicting 

person or group. Scholars have presented various theories about what 

was happening.49 Theories have concentrated on identifying what the 

issues were, how they were affecting the community, and which group 

or groups were involved. DeMaris summarises theories into five 

groups: Jewish Gnosticism; Gnostic Judaism; ascetic, apocalyptic and 

mystical Judaism; Hellenistic syncretism; Hellenistic philosophy.50  

My perspective on the background of conflict at Kolossai aligns with 

some previously established theories which involve a wider cultural 

context, such as Matthew Gordley and Martin Dibelius offer. I do think 

that competing teaching in the Kolossian ekklesia and the presence of 

one or more rival factions has been overstated. Overemphasis on 

determining the causes of conflict and who were the proponents of 

these things has detracted from the wider context of the letter and the 

cultural environment in which it was set. An emphasis on rival groups 

takes away from discerning the subtler indications of minority group 

influence from wider cultural sources. 

In an environment of religious change, where individual choice in 

religious groups of the new type was becoming available, the likelihood 

of diversity of background of members was high. With diversity came 

different ideas about god, different background cultic practices, 

different ways of approaching god. Conflict and division were a result 

of this diversity.  

I suggest that the various religious practices that formed the 

backgrounds of members coming into the ekklesia were influential on 

other members in some degree. Some of these practices became 

popular, thus the need for the letter to remind people of the way to 

                                            
49 An excellent survey of the history of the scholarship of conflict in Kolossai may be 

found in DeMaris, The Colossian Controversy, 18-40.  
50 DeMaris, The Colossian Controversy, 38-9. 
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approach to god, through Christ, as set out in the Pauline foundations 

of the community, learned from Epaphras, Paul’s colleague in 

ministry. The fact that the letter was intended for the ekklesiai of at 

least Kolossai and Laodikeia indicates the practices that were causing 

the writer concern, and which I suggest originated in other religious 

cults, were wider than the internal dynamics of the Kolossian 

Christian community. 

Broadly, issues contested at Kolossai were deception (Kol 2.4, 8), 

leading to an emphasis on rules (2.16, 20-21), practice of angeloi 

worship (2.18), reliance on other mediatorial beings (2.8, 20), self- 

abasement (2.18), visionary experience (2.18), ascetic practices of the 

body (2.23). All these things drew away from reliance of Christians on 

the complete salvific object of Christ. These issues will be explained 

below. 

 

9.3.1 Points of conflict identified in the text  

Over eighty years ago, A. D. Nock advised caution when entering the 

specifics of words and phrases in the letter which have been identified 

as points of conflict within the ekklesia. Nock’s caution reminds us 

that Greek writers characteristically avoided specialisation of words.51 

This means that the specific meanings we apply today from our 

modern reading of the text hold precariously in the ancient context. 

Greek words and phrases were intended to be flexible, beautiful even, 

unconstrained by modern restrictive meanings.52 It is with this 

                                            
51 Arthur Darby Nock, “The Vocabulary of the New Testament,” JBL 52 no. 2/3 

(1933): 136, who says: “There was something deeply rooted in the Greek genius 

which made against the specialization of words. Words, like books, have become very 

commonplace with us; they have lost the freshness and magic which was once theirs." 
52 Thus, the beautiful, poetic quality of the hymn, 1.15-20, which contains words 

which express a deep reality of the things described. 
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background that the letter, the hymn, and the conflicting issues may 

be approached. 

The writer addresses the issues of diverging religious ideas and 

practices in Chapter Two of the letter, after the preparatory 

exhortative words and giving of the hymn in Chapter One. He presents 

himself in the persona of Paul (1.1, 23; 4.18). This gives him authority 

and respect.  

At 2.4 the notion of deception of the members is raised: 

 tou:to levgw, i{na mhdei;V uJma:V paralogivzetai ejn piqanologiva/. 
I say this so that no one may mislead you with a probable 

argument. 

The writer engages the specific issues with an acknowledgement that 

what the members were facing was probable to them, likely even, 

perhaps a natural development from previous practices. The writer 

contrasts himself with those in the ekklesia with diverging views (2.1-

5) to establish his persona.53 

The theme of deception of members is continued at 2.8: 

blevpete mhv tiV uJma:V e[stai oJ sulagwgw:n dia; th:V filosofivaV kai; 
kenh:V ajpavthV kata; th;n paravdosin tw:n ajnqrwvpwn, kata; ta; 
stoicei:a tou: kovsmou kai; ouj kata;; Cristovn` 
see that no one leads you to be a captive through philosophy and 

empty deceit according to the transmission of human ways, 

according to the elements of the universe and not according to 

Christ.  

This verse represents the widespread understanding of the structure of 

the universe conveyed through Hellenistic philosophy. Jews, 

theosebeis, mainstream traditional pagans, and other minority groups 

and individuals, including pagan monotheists held this view, as did 

                                            
53 Harold Van Broekhoven, “The Social Profiles in the Colossian Debate,” JSNT 66 

(1997): 80. 
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Christians who came into the ekklesia from these various 

backgrounds. 

Van Broekhoven advises modern readers not to equate filosofiva with 

any one philosophical teaching or school. ‘Philosophy’ was used of 

various religious movements in this period.54 This is wise advice given 

that some modern commentators refer to the issues at Kolossai as a 

‘philosophy.’55 More recently, there has been less scholarly emphasis 

on identifying a specific philosophical school, leaving interpretation of 

the term open.56 The designation of a subgroup within the ekklesia as 

a philosophy supposes significant organisation of such a group. Given 

the diversity of background of membership at Kolossai and the variety 

of practices happening in the community, and presumably the 

diversity of other ekklesiai in the Lykos Valley, such as the group 

under the leadership of Nympha (4.15),57 this does not seem likely.58  

If the filosofiva was a type word for a platonic philosophical view of 

the universe, the writer may perceive it as a problem for the ekklesia.  

Within the hierarchical structure which made up the universe, levels 

of beings existed. These included the qrovnoi, kuriovthteV, ajrcaiv, ejxousivai 

of 1.16, the angeloi of 2.18 and the stoicei:a of 2.8, 20. Attention to 

these beings drew away from the sole supremacy of Christ and from 

the writer’s point of view were to be deterred within the ekklesia. 

The meaning of stoicei:a tou: kovsmou in 2.8, and stoiceivwn tou: kovsmou 

in 2.20 has been variously interpreted. Their use represents a 

philosophical vision of the universe shared by the writer and the 

members of the ekklesia, including those with divergent practices, as 

                                            
54 Van Broekhoven, “Social Profiles,” 81. 
55 For example, Dibelius, “The Isis Initiation,” 89.  
56 Huttner, Early Christianity, 124. This shift in scholarship he suggests is due to the 

“vague terminology and trains of thought in Colossians.” 
57 McDonald, Colossians and Ephesians, 9, says Nympha’s house could have been in 

any of the three cities of the Lykos Valley. 
58 Van Broekhoven, “Social Profiles,” 89 does not identify any influence of a specific, 

elusive philosophical school. 
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well as other groups within the wider cultural environment. Ancient 

sources use the stoicei:a to refer to ‘the first and simplest component 

parts; the primary matter, elements.’59 They belong to philosophical 

monotheism. In this view, the stoicei:a form the substance from which 

the rest is created.  

The writer belonged to the same cultural world as the members of the 

ekklesia. He shared the same philosophical view of the universe. He 

affirms what was well known – by educated people through literary 

means in addition to cult experience, by less educated people through 

popular knowledge and cult backgrounds. This was a widely-held view 

of the universe, where a supreme divine figure was accessed through 

the mediation of other beings. Among this hierarchy of beings the 

elementary components, the stoicei:a, numbered. This view of the 

universe was behind the use of stoicei:a. 

The writer is in this letter describing a new universal order, with 

Christ as kefalhv, head. This order abolishes the need for mediatorial 

figures, including the stoicei:a as fundamental components of creation 

(2.8, 20), the qrovnoi, kuriovthteV, ajrcaiv, ejxousivai of 1.16, and the angeloi 

of 2.18, in order to access the supreme divine. Christ as the only 

mediator necessary is behind the emphasis in the hymn on tav pavnta, 

all things, (1.16, 17, 20). All things in heaven and on earth belong to 

him, hold together in him. In fact, each verse in the hymn contains an 

‘all’ word.60 Additionally, there is an emphasis on pa:n throughout the 

letter. This serves to elevate the supremacy of Christ beyond 

                                            
59 LSJ. Plato Timaios 48 B: aujta; tiqevmenoi stoicei:a tou: pavntoV – arranging these 

things the elements of the whole; and Theaetetos 201 E: ta; prw:ta oiJonperei; stoicei:a, 
ejx w|n hJmei:V te xugkeivmeqa kai; ta[lla – as it were these first things were elements, 

from which we and even other things have been put together. In the philosophy of 

Aristotle Metaphysics 4.1.1, 4.3.1, the stoicei:a were distinguished from the ajrcaiv as 

the material was separated from the formal and motive causes. The ajrcai are 

numbered among the list of hierarchical abstractions in the hymn, 1.16. 
60 1.15 pavshV ktivsewV; 1.16 tav pavnta (x 2); 1.17 pro; pavntwn, ta; pavnta; 1.18 ejn pa:sin; 

1.19 pa:n; 1.20 ta; pavnta. 
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everything else considered necessary to negotiate before accessing the 

highest god. 

Some have identified the stoicei:a as demonic figures in a negative 

sense.61 In this view the stoicei:a are numbered along with the qrovnoi, 

kuriovthteV, ajrcaiv and ejxousivai in 1.16 as beings which are opposed to 

Christ. Arnold suggests these refer together to evil spirits.62 Arnold 

makes use of The Testament of Solomon, a Jewish magical text, as a 

source for the identification of stoicei:a as evil spirits. Within this text 

the demons describe themselves to Solomon as stoicei:a.63 Dibelius on 

the other hand, interprets the stoicei:a as a “cult of the ‘elements,’ 

based on the value placed on the stoicei:a by certain members of the 

ekklesia.64 His interpretation is based in pagan cultic practices which 

were brought into the Christian community. He claims that such a cult 

was behind the divergent practices at Kolossai, and that the proposed 

cult existed separately to the ekklesia.65 Members attracted to the 

stoicei:a cult participated in both ekklesia and element-worship. 

Salvation in their eyes could only happen kata; ta; stoicei:a tou: kovsmou 

kai; ouj kata; Cristovn, according to the elements of the universe and not 

according to Christ. Dibelius’ explanation is compelling, but not I think 

substantiated by sufficient evidence.  

The issue of members of the ekklesia practising humility and 

worshipping angeloi is set out by the writer at 2.18:  

mhdei;V uJma:V katabrabeuevtw qevlwn ejn tapeinofrosuvnh/ kai; qrhskeiva/ 
tw:n ajggevlwn, a{* eJovraken ejmbateuvwn, eijkh:/ fusiouvmenoV uJpo; tou: 
noo;V th:V sarko;V aujtou:,  

                                            
61 Arnold, “Sceva, Solomon, and Shamanism,” 22. 
62 Arnold, “Sceva, Solomon, and Shamanism,” 22. 
63 Arnold, “Sceva, Solomon, and Shamanism,” 21. In its final form The Testament of 
Solomon postdates the New Testament. 
64 Dibelius, “Isis Initiation,” 82. 
65 Dibelius, “Isis Initiation,” 83, indicates that such a cult did not predate the 

Christian ekklesia.  



 

410 

 

don’t let anyone pass judgement on you willing you into 

lowliness and worship of angeloi, stepping into things seen, 

being blown up without a purpose by the mind of the flesh.  

A textual variant occurs in this verse following the a{.66 Translation of 

the a{ is awkward in its current position, and it is common for variants 

to occur at awkward points in the Greek. I take the a{ eJovraken as the 

object of ejmbateuvwn, thus ‘stepping into things seen.’ This refers to the 

entering of visions. The inclusion of the negative variant, mhv or oujk, 

doesn’t alter the interpretation of the verse significantly. The inclusion 

of a negative means ‘things not seen.’ The negative serves to 

emphasise the perceived incorrectness by the writer of the practice of 

relying on visionary experiences.  

Detailed study into the various meanings of the angeloi devotion and 

humility has been vast, and the context frequently obscured by desires 

to determine correctly what was going on in the ekklesia. As long ago 

as 1962 Fred Francis named a “paralyzing effect” of the overstudy of 

this verse.67  

The main verb of this phrase katabrabeuvw, pass judgement on, rule 

against, is hapax legomenon in the New Testament. It contains the 

idea of athletic contests requiring an umpire and supports Van 

Broekhoven’s argument that rules and regulations dominate the 

position of those whose practices the writer critiques.68   

                                            
66 The variant in UBS3,4 is given a {B} value in both editions, and appears in the 

apparatus as follows: a{ ᵱ46 א* A B D* I 33 1739 itd, e, m copsa, bo eth Marcion Tertullian 

Origengr, lat Ambrosiaster Lucifer mssacc to Jerome, Augustine Augustine ?// mhv 81 // a{ mhv אc C 

Dc K P Y 88 104 181 326 330 436 451 614 629 630 1241 1877 1881 1962 1984 1985 

2127 2492 2495 Byz Lect itar, e, dem, div, f, g, mon, x, 2 vg syrp, h goth arm Origengr, lat Ambrose 

Chrysostom Pelagius Jerome Theodorelat Augustine Theodoret John-Damascus // a{ 
oujk G 
67 Fred O. Francis, “Humility and Angelic Worship in Col 2.18,” Studia Theologica 
16/2 (1962): 113, and at 121-2, a critique of Martin Dibelius’ and E. Percy’s narrow 

interpretation of Kol 2.18: “concentration on one aspect of the passage has inhibited 

the interpretation of the whole.” 
68 Van Broekhoven, “Social Profiles,” 82. Also Francis, “Humility and Angelic 

Worship,” 110, who compares katabrabeuvw with parabrabeuvw, to award a prize 
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The word tapeinofrosuvnh, lowliness, humility, holds an important 

place in pagan religious practices which tended towards monotheism. 

An attitude of humility stands behind what Stephen Mitchell describes 

as a monotheistic trend in Asia Minor.69 Awe before the gods resulted 

from a sense of powerlessness and utter reliance on the gods for daily 

needs. The greatness of a highest god, unseen, but before whom human 

beings must abase themselves to deter the divine wrath, undergirds 

tapeinofrosuvnh in a pagan monotheistic context. Thus, the eijkwvn tou: 

qeou: tou: ajoravtou, the icon of the unseen god, Christ in the hymn 

(1.15), exhibits the powers of the unseen, supreme god, before whom 

humility must be shown. 

In situations where people practised public confession, where the rule 

of local gods of justice and vengeance administered the power of a 

highest, abstractly named god, or of angeloi devotion, worship of a 

highest god happened second hand, through these mediatorial figures. 

The concern of the writer to deter practices which distracted members 

of the ekklesia from honouring Christ as the only highest god, without 

the mediation of other figures, is behind the condemnation of the 

attitude of humility in the context of the ekklesia. The writer 

addresses this in 2.20:  

eij ajpeqavnete su;n Crivstw/ ajpo; tw:n stoiceivwn tou: kovsmou, tiv wJV 
zw:nteV ejn kovsmw/ dogmativzesqe~  
if you died with Christ from the elements of universe, why do 

you live in the world obeying rules and regulations?  

Why do you abase yourselves before mediators and submit to rules to 

access god when you have Christ? 

                                            
unfairly, katakrivnw, to condemn or pass judgement on, and brabeuvw, to umpire or 

rule. 
69 Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 92.  
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The condemnation is reinforced at 2.23, where tapeinofrosuvnh is 

grouped with ascetic practices which together the writer presents as 

an attitude of false humility: 

a{tinav ejstin lovgon me;n e[conta sofivaV ejn ejqeloqrhskiva/ kai; 
tapeinofrosuvnh/ (kai;)* ajfeidiva/ swvmatoV, oujk ejn timh:/ tini pro;V 
plhsmonh;n th:V sarkovV. 
These such things are on the one hand conveying wisdom by 

self-willed religious service and humility [and] harsh treatment 

of body, while without value towards some kind of fulfilment of 

the flesh. 

The variant in this verse is highly contested.70 Sound manuscript 

evidence attests to the inclusion of the kaiv, and to the omission of the 

kaiv. The interpretation of the verse is not altered significantly by 

either its inclusion or omission. The very interesting variant attested 

in the apparatus is the tapeinofrosuvnh/ tou: noo;V kaiv, lowliness of the 

mind. This version has less strength of manuscript attestation. 

However it does intentionally reflect back to 2.18, where the one who 

participates in the practice of lowliness and angeloi devotion is eijkh:/ 

fusiouvmenoV uJpo; tou: noo;V th:V sarko;V aujtou:, blown up without a 

purpose by the mind of his flesh. Here humility of the mind is 

paralleled with an overblown, puffed up71 human mind. The variant 

emphasises the falseness of the humility, which fits the purposes of the 

writer, even if the manuscript evidence is weak. 

The meaning of tapeinofrosuvnh shifts in 3.12:  

ejnduvsasqe ou\n, wJV ejklektoi; tou: qeou: a{gioi kai; hjgaphmevnoi, 
splavgcna oijktirmou: crhstovthta tapeinofrosuvnhn prau<thta 
makroqumivan  

                                            
70 The UBS3, 4 versions of the variant in 2.23 read as follows: {D} tapeinofrosuvnh/ kaiv א 
A C Dgr H K P Y 33 81 88 104 181 326 330 436 451 629 630 1241 1877 1881 1962 

1984 1985 2127 2492 2495 Byz Lect itc, dem, div, x, z vg syrp copsa arm Jerome Augustine 

Euthalius // tapeinofrosuvnh/ tou: noo;V kaiv (see 2.18) G itar, d, e, f, g (itm, mon omit kaiv) syrh 

(copbo) (goth) (Ambrosiaster) Hilary Pelagius (Augustine) // tapeinofrosuvnh/ ᵱ46  B 1739 

Origenlat Ambrosiaster Hilary Ambrose Pelagius Paulinus-Nola // tapeinofrosuvnhV 
Clement 
71 ‘Puffed up’ is the NRSV translation of fusiouvmenoV. 
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clothe yourselves then, as chosen of god sanctified and beloved, 

with inward mercy, kindness, humility, gentleness, patience  

Here tapeinofrosuvnh is portrayed in a more positive way, encouraging 

members to wear proper humility as the clothing of Christ. The 

meaning of tapeinofrosuvnh conforms more closely to its meaning of 

‘humility’ in the New Testament beyond Kol 2.18, 23, as a trait of 

Jesus to which followers are called to emulate.72 

In a mainstream Hellenistic context, the root tapein- is more closely 

related to status and condition, to being low, poor and submissive. It is 

not a positive attribute.73 

Other scholars have noted the influence of practices from pagan 

religious groups in 2.18. Martin Dibelius’ early work on ejmbateuvw 

provides parallels between this verse and inscriptions of Apollo from 

Klaros and in the initiation of Apuleius into the cult of Isis.74 This 

angle takes interpretations into the field of mystery cults and oracle 

processes.75  

If oracle processes can be shown in the use of ejmbateuvw in inscriptions, 

as suggested by Huttner,76 then given the wider context of theological 

oracles as expressions of the nature of god, it is reasonable to draw 

some attention to the placement of this word in 2.18.  

                                            
72 Timothy J. Harris, “The Subversion of Status: Pauline Notions of Humility and 

Deference in Graeco-Roman Perspective, with Special Reference to Stoicism and 

Epictetus,” (PhD Diss., Flinders University of South Australia, 2004), 428. 
73 T. Harris, “The Subversion of Status,” 428, who calls its use outside of the New 

Testament derogatory. 
74 Dibelius, “The Isis Initiation,” referring to the initiation of Apuleius throughout, 

and 84-8 on the inscriptions of Apollo at Klaros. Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in 
Context, 147, notes the influence of cults of Isis on the background of the New 

Testament world. 
75 Dibelius, “The Isis Initiation,” 89, calls the filosofiva of 2.8 a mystery religion. 
76 Huttner, Early Christianity, 130-31. 
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Dibelius says that ejmbateuvw refers to initiation in the verse.77 He refers 

to six second century CE inscriptions linking ejmabateuvw and muevw, to 

initiate into the mysteries, or muevw and ejpitelevw, accomplish (an entry 

into the mysteries).78 He suggests that ejmbateuvw in these inscriptions 

refers to entrance into the “oracle cave.”79 If this is correct, the 

meaning of the phrase in 2.18 was especially directed towards those 

who had been initiated into this cult. These would not have revealed a{ 

eJovraken ejmbateuvwn, what they had seen in their visions, because of the 

background of mystery initiation, which required secrecy from 

initiates. 

However, these inscriptional references are not to theological oracles. 

They do not expressly respond to questions asked the oracular god 

about the nature of god. If they do relate to initiation into the 

mysteries of a certain pagan cult or cults, they are to be more narrowly 

interpreted as such. This would support Dibelius’ supposition that the 

word ejmbateuvw was a technical term, to be defined within pagan 

mystery contexts.80 In the context of 2.18 ejmbateuvw is not to be defined 

in a such a narrow sense. The inscriptions, which are reported to be 

from the sanctuary at Klaros, do refer to cultic mystery initiation, but 

may not be linked to initiation by ejmbateuvw, which occurs without 

either muevw or ejpitelevw, in 2.18.  

Nock in 1933 considered ejmbateuvw as a word which New Testament 

writers found readily useable from its religious meaning in Graeco-

Roman contexts.81 He discerned that inscriptional uses of the word 

ejmbateuvw and muei:sqai/muevw did not have the same meaning as Dibelius 

                                            
77 Francis, “Humility and Angelic Worship,” 121, disputes this conclusion. See Cline, 

Ancient Angels, 139, who offers a translation of ejmabateuvw in 2.18 as ‘initiate.’  
78 Dibelius, “The Isis Initiation,” 85-6. 
79 Dibelius, “The Isis Initiation,” 86. 
80 Dibelius, “The Isis Initiation,” 87-8 says the technical, cultic usage of ejmbateuvw is 

affirmed by the inscriptions.  
81 Nock, “The Vocabulary of the New Testament,” 132. 
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presented in his analysis of the Klarian oracles.82 He did however, 

suggest a local context: “It may be that there was a divergent local use 

of the word.”83 Huttner agrees on a local context for the word ejmbateuvw, 

saying that, “If the author of Colossians adopted a technical term from 

the sacral language of the region, this suggests convergences of 

religious concepts in Colossae, so that the encounters of pagans and 

Jews with the deity could be based on a common experience.”84 Whilst 

Nock’s Judaising referent is loosely applied to those whom the writer 

condemns, he nonetheless provides a wider contextual lens for the 

interpretation of ejmbateuvw, bringing in the local environment in which 

the ekklesia was set. 

I suggest that the word ejmbateuvw from 2.18 does not refer to mystery 

cult initiation. I say this because ejmbateuvw occurs without other 

indicators of initiation such as muevw and ejpitelevw. I think it is related 

to a critique the writer was making of members of the ekklesia placing 

too much emphasis on visions. Although I discount mystery cult 

initiation in relation to the word ejmbateuvw, there is still a viable 

connection with oracle processes. As discussed in the previous chapter, 

the prophet or the mantis of Apollo was subject to visions.85 Also in the 

wider context of practices of public confession, offenders may hear of 

their transgression through a vision.86 

Worship of angeloi is another disputed phrase in 2.18. I am 

unconvinced by arguments that qrhskeiva/ tw:n ajggevlwn acts as a 

subjective genitive, by which the angeloi themselves are worshipping 

                                            
82 Nock, “The Vocabulary of the New Testament,” 132. 
83 Nock, “The Vocabulary of the New Testament,” 132-3, refers to “Judaizing 

teachers” who in Kolossai adopted a type of initiatory rite.  
84 Hutter, Early Christianity, 131. 
85 Again, the classical example of Kasandra serves to express the reception of the 

prophesying god’s vision: ijou; ijouv, w] w] kakav. uJp= au\ me deino;V ojrqomanteivaV povnoV 
stobei: taravsswn froimivoiV dusfroimivoiV. Woe, woe, O, O terrible things. Again the 

fearful toil of true prophecy abuses me, stirring up openings to unlucky preludes. 
Aischylos Agamemnon 1214-16. 
86 See Chapter Five, section 5.6 on transgression, confession and penance. 
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god.87 More likely is it an objective genitive, whereby the angeloi are 

the objects of worship by members of the ekklesia.88 Worship of 

angeloi, in the objective sense, is certainly the pagan context in 

western Asia Minor. The use of qrhskeiva in a pagan cult setting is 

established in epigraphical evidence.89 

The tradition of worshipping angeloi was sustained in the Lykos Valley 

long after the issuing of the letter to the ekklesiai. Canon 35 of the 

Council of Laodikeia90 warns Christians not to participate in angeloi 

veneration.91 The condemnation is reiterated by Theodoret in the first 

half of the fifth century.92  

Stories of Michael the Archangel originate in the region.93 Chapels of 

the same Michael survive even until today. 

                                            
87 For example, Francis, “Humility and Angelic Worship,”129. 
88 As Arnold, The Colossian Syncretism, 91-2. 
89 SIG3 801D line 4: th;n qrhskeivan tou: =ApovllownoV tou: Puqivou – the worship of the 

Pythian Apollo. Although this evidence is from beyond Asia, in central Greece, it still 

confirms the cultic use of qrhskeiva. 
90 Held in 363-4 CE. 
91 The text of Canon 35 reads as follows: $Oti ouj cristianou;V ejgkataleivpein th;n 
=Ekklhsivan tou: qeou:, kai; ajpievnai, kai; ajggevlouV ojnomavzein, kai; sunavxeiV poiei:n, a{per 
ajphgovreuetai. Ei[ tiV ou\n euJreqh:/ tauvth/ th:/ kekrumevnh/ eijdolatreiva/ scolavzwn, e[stw 
ajnavqema, o{ti ejgkatevleipe to;n Kuvrion hJmw:n =Ihsou:n Cristo;n, to;n UiJovn tou: qeou:, kai; 
eijdolatriva/ prosh:lqen – For Christians may not forsake the ekklesia of god, and go 

away, and call upon angeloi, and make gatherings, these are forbidden. Therefore if 
anyone has been found devoting themself to the hidden idolatry, let that one be 
anathema, because he has forsaken our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of god, and gone 
into idolatry. Greek text cited in Cline, Ancient Angels, 143. 
92 Theodoret Interpretatio epist. Ad Coloss. PG 82.613: !Emeine de; tou:to to; pavqoV ejn 
th:/ Frugiva/ kai; Pisidiva/ mevcri pollou:. Ou| dh; cavrin kai; sunelqou:sa suvnodoV ejn 
Laodikeiva/ th:V FrugivaV, novmw/ kekwvluke to; toi:V ajggevloiV proseuvcesqai` kai; mevcri de; tou: 
nu:n eujkthvria tou: aJgivou Micah;l par= ejkeivnoiV kai; toi:V oJmovroiV ejkeivnwn e[stin ijdei:n – 
this disease remained for a long time in Phrygia and Pisidia. Indeed for this reason a 
synod gathered in Laodikeia of Phrygia, in a law it has forbidden the praying to the 
angeloi; and until now the oratories of the holy Michael are to be seen among them 
and those neighbouring them. Citation and Greek text in Cline, Ancient Angels, 137. 

See also Huttner, Early Christianity, 128-9. 
93 A translation of a Greek text of one of the Michael traditions by Alan Cadwallader, 

“The Story of the Archistrategos, St Michael of Chonai,” can be found as an Appendix 

in Cadwallader and Trainor, (eds.) Colossae in Space and Time, 323-330. It retells 

the salvific act of the archangel to preserve the site of a miraculous healing spring 

where a sacred shrine was built and which evil opponents intended to destroy. An 

eighth century redaction of the story is likely built on an earlier, possibly fifth 

century CE story. See Cline, Ancient Angels, 132. 
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Figure 19: A possible site of a Christian ekklesia dedicated to S. Michael from the 

unexcavated site of Kolossai. Photo source: author, 2005. 

Through the evidence of a sacred spring associated with Michael in 

Kolossai, and supported by the literary tradition of a salvific angelic 

act, it seems that prior to the fourth century and the authorisation of 

Christianity over pagan sacred sites, that Christians and pagans both 

sought the assistance of Michael the Archangel.94 

The origin of these traditions is likely to be based in a shared culture 

between pagans, Jews and Christians, and a shared understanding of 

the presence of angeloi at certain sites.95 I suggest that the pagan 

practices of angeloi devotion described in this thesis are antecedents of 

both the later condemnation of worshipping angeloi, and the issue 

addressed in the biblical letter. The argument put forward by Cline 

that evidence of pagan angeloi devotion did not arise until at least a 

                                            
94 Cline, Ancient Angels, 133. 
95 Cline, Ancient Angels, 105. 
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century after the letter was written does not provide sufficient case to 

dismiss the connection.96 Later material can be used to elucidate an 

earlier situation, as both Arnold and Gordley have shown.97  

Worship of angeloi did not suddenly appear in the second century. 

Apart from the long record of angeloi in Jewish traditions predating 

the common era, evidence of Mēn and his angelos98 suggest that 

Anatolian pagans honoured angeloi in their religious traditions.99 

Devotion to Mēn and any other pagan god who might have been 

associated with an angelos, predated the bulk of the inscriptional 

evidence. Even if there were no cults of angeloi in the Lykos Valley 

itself,100 it is possible to take the inscriptional evidence of angeloi from 

wider Phrygia and Karia in the second century, both pagan and 

Jewish,101 and seek insights from these of a situation which the letter 

writer might be responding to in Kolossai. 

Following the precedent of Arnold and Gordley, I make use of later 

material to elucidate earlier situations in this study by applying the 

insights from the theological oracle from Oinoanda to the Kolossian 

ekklesia.102  

Returning to the subject of conflict, and angeloi devotion in the 

ekklesia at Kolossai, the writer took the issue of qrhskeiva/ tw:n ajggevlwn 

                                            
96 Cline, Ancient Angels, 140 n. 8. 
97 Arnold, The Colossian Syncretism, 17-20 addresses the issue of ‘date’ by assessing 

fourth and fifth century CE magical papyri against first century CE documents. He 

claims that evidence of magical practices can be shown to have existed on historical 

grounds other than the textual. Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 164 makes 

comparative use of Orphic hymns composed in the third and fourth centuries CE 

with the hymn contained in the Kolossian letter. He justifies this because the textual 

versions of the Orphic hymns contain evidence of elements of worship of Orpheus and 

of Greek religion in general. 
98 Petzl, Beichtinschriften, 48: kaqw;V hJmi:n ejdhlwvqh uJpo; tou: ajngevlou tou: qeou: Mhno;V 
Pertraeivtou =Axethnou:` - just as it was manifested by the angelos of Mēn Petraeitos 

Axetēnos.  
99 See Chapter Six, sections 6.6 and 6.7. 
100 As Huttner, Early Christianity, 129-30. 
101 See Arnold’s chapter on “The Veneration of Angels in Judaism,” in The Colossian 
Syncretism, 32-60. 
102 See below. 
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(2.18), as the other condemnations in the letter, as a problem because 

devotion to angeloi diverted members from the sole worship required to 

be given to god through Christ. Worship directed toward angeloi is 

similarly discouraged in the Book of Revelation.103 Dibelius interprets 

the phrase qrhskeiva/ tw:n ajggevlwn as the equivalent of qrhskeiva/ tw:n 

stoiceivwn tou: kovsmou, based on his identification of an ‘element cult’ 

which had members participating in the ekklesia as well as that 

cult.104 Whilst the angeloi and stoicei:a were part of the philosophically 

constructed universe, they were not the same. The stoicei:a came 

first,105 the angeloi were part of the population of the strata, distinct 

from the elements. 

The interpretation of the word qrhskeiva, religious worship, or religion 

generally, from qrhskeuvw, to observe religiously, hold religious 

services; to worship or adore; has been generally given as ‘worship.’ 

Cline notes its wider meaning as a system of worship, or cult.106  

The angeloi populated the stratified universe that is laid out in the 

hymn (1.16). Apollo identified himself as an angelos in the Oinoanda 

oracle. In this view of the universe, the angeloi acted as mediators: 

meikra; de; qeou: meri;V a[ngeloi, we angeloi are but a small portion of god, 

                                            
103 Rev 19.10: kai; e[pesa e[mprosqen tw:n podw:n aujtou: proskunh:sai aujtw:/. kai; levgei moi, 
{Ora mhv` suvndoulovV souv eijmi kai; tw:n ajdelfw:n sou tw:n ejcovntwn th;n marturivan =Ihsou:` 
tw:/ qew:/ proskuvnhson. hJ ga;r marturiva =Ihsou: ejstin to; pneu:ma th:V profhteivaV – and I fell 

down before his (the angelos’) feet to worship him. And he said to me, ‘Do not do that! 
I am a fellow slave with you and of your colleagues who have the witness of Jesus; 
worship god. For the witness of Jesus is the spirit of the gift of divine interpretation. 
The condemnation is repeated at 22.8-9: kajgw; =IwavnnhV oJ ajkouvwn kai; blevpwn tau:ta. 
kai; o{te h[kousa kai; e[bleya, e[[pesa proskunh:sai e[mprosqen tw:n podw:n tou: ajggevlou tou: 
deiknuvontovV moi tau:ta. kai; levgei moi, {Ora mhv` suvndoulovV souv eijmi kai; tw:n ajdelfw:n sou 
tw:n profhtw:n kai; tw:n throuvntwn tou;V lovgouV tou: biblivou touvtou` tw:/ qew:/ proskuvnhson 
– I am John who hears and sees these things. And when I heard and I saw, I fell 
down to worship before the feet of the angelos who revealed these things to me. And 
he said to me, ‘Do not do that!’ I am a fellow slave with you and your colleagues the 
prophets keeping the words of this book. Worship god. The references identifying 

angeloi devotion in the Book of Revelation might indicate that this was a religious 

practice to be discouraged in the Christian ekklesiai. 
104 Dibelius, “The Isis Initiation,” 83-4. 
105 See note 50 above on the primary constitution of the stoicei:a, that they were the 

building blocks, the mitochondria of material construction. 
106 Cline, Ancient Angels, 139-40. 
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as Apollo reports in the oracle. The angeloi mediated the presence and 

power of the supreme god.  

The letter writer also responded to practices in Kolossai by some 

members that were focussed around rules and regulations. The rules 

and regulations addressed in the letter were interfering with 

Christians relying solely on Christ. 

In Kol 2.16 members are exhorted not to be condemned in matters of 

food, drink, festivals, new moons and Sabbaths:  

Mh; ou\n tiV uJma:V krinevtw ejn brwvsei kai; ejn povsei h] ejn mevrei eJorth:V 
h] neomhnivaV h] sabbavtwn`  
don’t let anyone judge you in food or in drink or in taking part in 

festivals or new moons or Sabbaths;  

Rules continued, as the test at 2.21 attests. The writer exhorts 

members not to be limited by regulations about handling, tasting, 

touching: 

 Mh; a{yh/ mhde; geuvsh/ mhde; qivghV, 
 Don’t touch nor taste nor take hold of,  

I agree with commentators who say these condemnations and 

prohibitions referred to members who still carried on with Jewish 

practices within the community of the ekklesia.107 The writer insists 

that members not be limited by regulations about handling, tasting, 

touching. Jewish law included strict adherence to cleanliness and 

dietary restrictions. Jewish presence in the Lykos Valley is confirmed, 

particularly at Laodikeia. Given the interaction between the cities of 

the Lykos Valley, through trade, travel, social and political activities, 

                                            
107 Clement Stromata 6.5 citing the Preaching of Peter, comments that Jews 

worshipped angeloi and the month and moon. Cline, Ancient Angels, 145. Arnold, 

“Sceva, Solomon and Shamanism,” 8 prefers a Jewish background to these 

prohibitions; as Cline, Ancient Angels, 139. 
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as well as the collaborative ministry referred to by Trebilco, Jews in 

Kolossai, and Jewish Christians in the ekklesia there were likely.108 

The practices condemned in 2.16, 21 form part of the rules that have 

been brought in by some members of the ekklesia. Adherence to 

human made rules over fully accepting the primacy of Christ appears 

to be a major cause of divergence in religious practice. These practices 

reflect the processes of assimilation. I suggest that people who were 

full Jews by birth, and who continued to follow the extent of the Jewish 

law, were present in the ekklesia. At least some of these were 

encouraging others to follow certain rules and regulations. The core 

ethnic distinctions of Jews formed their cultural identity. Distinctions 

included Sabbath observation and dietary rules. Practice of these 

things is named in 2.16. Compromise at this level meant radical 

departure from ethnic Judaism.  

The prohibitions against tasting and touching here, in addition to the 

severe practices of the body, the ajfeidiva/ swvmatoV (2.23), indicate 

fasting.109 Practices of bodily asceticism belong to the Graeco-Roman 

tradition of communicating with a deity. The mantis, the one who 

received the prophetic vision from the god, underwent a period of 

fasting and sexual abstinence in preparation for receiving the word of 

the god in oracle processes.110 I suggest that from the warning in the 

letter about the lack of value in bodily asceticism through fasting and 

abstinence, that they were oujk ejn timh:/ tini pro;V plhsmonh;n th:V sarkovV, 

of no value except for the satisfaction of the flesh, ideas of divine 

communication originating in oracle processes influenced the practices 

of the ekklesia. I will explore this further in the analysis of the 

Oinoanda oracle and the hymn below.  

                                            
108 Cadwallader, private correspondence 2016, disputes the presence of Jews in 

Kolossai. His expansion of this theory is to be given in a forthcoming article. 
109 Francis, “Humility and Angelic Worship,” 115. 
110 Iamblichos On the Mysteries 3.11. 
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Early Christian teachers viewed fasting as beneficial, that it might 

lead to a revelation from god. It was linked to tapeinofrovsunh.111 In Kol 

2.20-23 its implication is negative.  

Strict adherence to rules and following ascetic practices was a feature 

of the practices in the ekklesia with which the letter writer took issue. 

Van Broekhoven suggests that a dogmatic approach to these things 

diminished the value of Christ’s work. Authority, he says, lay with 

rules, more so than even the ‘rivals’ themselves.112 The use of 

dogmativzesqe, to decree, submit to ordinance, in 2.20 emphasises this. 

 

9.3.2 Summing up conflict in Kolossai 

In Chapter Two of the letter the writer addressed issues of divergent 

religious practices which were deterring members of the ekklesia away 

from sole reliance on Christ for salvation. I have suggested that 

divergent religious practices arose from the activities of individuals 

and groups coming from diverse cultural backgrounds who brought 

with them into the ekklesia a complex of ideas about accessing god.  

In processes of assimilation people hold onto cultural aspects which 

form their core identity, aspects which are not easily given up to fit 

into a new group. Those coming from Jewish backgrounds continued in 

certain practices, such as observing rules around holy days, cleanliness 

with food (2.16), and prohibitions around tasting and touching certain 

things (2.21). These practices belonged to core Jewish ethnic 

distinctions. Accessing the divine for those coming from backgrounds 

compatible with pagan monotheism continued to be shaped by 

                                            
111 For example, Hermas Vis. 3.10.6; Tertullian De ieiunio adversus psychicos 11. 

Apocryphal Jewish-Christian writings such as Joseph and Asenath similarly 

advocate ascetic humility. Francis, “Humility and Angelic Worship,” 116. 
112 Van Broekhoven, “Social Profiles,” 82. Even 2.16 krinevtw, judge, and 2.18 

katabrabeuevtw, pass judgement against, suggest judgement based on rules. 

katabrabeuvw has the idea of athletic contests requiring an umpire. 
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practices such as angeloi devotion and self-abasement, even the quest 

for visionary experience (2.18). 

Those who undertook such practices believed in the cosmological 

supremacy of Christ, which is affirmed in the letter through the 

hymn.113 However they distanced Christ’s supremacy from his primary 

role in accessing god. This they replaced with other rules and rituals.  

Diversity of cult background of members attracted by a new type of 

religious group created a range of divergent practices in the ekklesia. 

The result of diverse people coming together in worship of a highest 

god were the issues which modern commentators have identified as 

sources of conflict 

Scholars have previously identified aberrant rituals as a basis for 

conflict and division in the ekklesia, issues which the letter attempted 

to address.114 These rituals were based in human traditions in which 

even the elements of the universe, as well as those figures which 

inhabited the philosophical structure of the universe, must be 

negotiated to reach the supreme god. An emphasis in achieving a 

vision of heaven through abasement of self, following strict ascetic 

practices, observation of rituals around the Sabbath, new moon, 

festivals, food and drink, leading to angeloi worship, characterised the 

divergent practices at Kolossai. 

The response to reported conflict in the ekklesiai was the writing of the 

letter. The issues identified above that caused conflict in Kolossai were 

addressed throughout the letter, including the hymn (1.15-20). 

Through the evidence of the letter and the points of conflict noted in 

this chapter, it appears that the ekklesia of at least Kolossai (and 

                                            
113 Van Broekhoven, “Social Profiles,” 75. 
114 Arnold, “Sceva, Solomon, and Shamanism,” discusses a type of Judaism based on 

the figure of Sceva (Acts 19.13-16), in which reliance on rituals to access god diverted 

people away from Christ as mediator. Within this type of Judaism, ritual practices 

were of issue. MacDonald, 68, also reports the writer’s concern with rituals, naming 

the ethical implications for what was experienced by people in ritual as problematic. 
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possibly the other ekklesiai of the Lykos Valley) exhibited mixed levels 

of assimilation into the new group. Some members held onto former 

practices to a higher degree than others, depending on their level of 

assimilation into the ekkelsia.115  

It was difficult for new groups to establish core identities because they 

were new, and people from diverse backgrounds were attracted into 

them. These people brought the practices of previous allegiances with 

them. In Kolossai, core identity was shaped around the cosmological 

supremacy of Christ, achieved through the cross. This is best 

expressed through the hymn at 1.15-20. The letter writer intended to 

affirm this position over other influences.  

 

9.4 The hymn for Kolossai 

The hymnic portion of the letter (1.15-20) answers the question, ‘Who 

is god?’ This question stands behind the issues addressed by the letter, 

the divergent religious practices which created conflict and division in 

the ekklesia. This is the question which people from various cultic 

backgrounds carried with them through the new religious situation, 

and was given expression as they entered the ekklesia. Who is god? 

And the hymn responds, o{V ejstin... 

This was the same question asked of the god Apollo at the beginning of 

the theological oracle quotation found in Porphyry, su; ei\ qeo;V h] a[lloV, 

‘Are you god or is another?’ Again, in Lactantius’ version Apollo is 

asked, quid esset, aut quid esset omnino deus, who he is, or who is god 

at all? Both oracle and hymn come out of monotheistic contexts. People 

seeking answers to the question understood god as one. Between the 

                                            
115 The writer refers to previous attitudes and practices at 1.21 and 3.7. 
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hymn and the oracle, the issue was not whether god was one, but who 

was god.  

At Kolossai the approach to god was mixed up with practices from 

religious traditions other than Christianity. To those behind the 

composition of the letter, the practice of deferring to mediatorial 

figures (2.18) reduced the sufficiency of Christ.   

The hymn provided an answer to the identity of god. The intention 

behind its inclusion was to provide a model of interpretation of Christ 

as the means to experience god, and to address divergent religious 

practices. The hymn was the meeting point for those who practiced the 

deferent rituals and those who followed the foundational ways given at 

Kolossai by Paul’s faithful colleagues. All expressions of the new 

Christians in the Kolossian ekklesia agreed on the universal 

supremacy of Christ as expressed in the hymn.116 It was the 

interpretation of the hymn that was unresolved. In assimilation terms, 

the hymn rested in the boundary areas between different cultural 

groups, in the acculturation and integration zone, the space where 

creative possibilities emerged, where new expressions of god gave 

voice. 

Kol 1.15-20 is a high point in the letter, in vocabulary, poetic 

resonance, theological precision, cultural inclusion.  

Discussion of the hymn in the letter cannot be separated from the 

issues of division addressed by the writer or it loses its epistolary 

context and becomes an isolated text removed of meaning. The hymn 

was set within the letter for the purposes of addressing the conflicting 

issues to which the writer identified and responded. Conflict and hymn 

are connected. 

                                            
116 Van Broekhoven, “Social Profiles,” 88. 
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Kol 1.15-20 was well known in the early ekklesiai, before the Nicene 

council in 325 CE. Edsall and Strawbridge find reference to these 

verses in over 670 pre-Nicene Christian sources.117 These verses 

contributed to the development of Christian doctrine on the divine-

human nature of god in Christ. However, no occurrence of the verses 

has been found in sources that predate the hymn.  

Scholarly debate has recently focussed on whether Kol 1.15-20 can be 

defined as a hymn, as has previously been widely accepted.118 Here I 

do not enter the debate but refer the reader on.119 Whether the verses 

constitute a formal hymn or not, the material is clearly different in 

tone and vocabulary than the rest of the letter. It makes uses of 

elevated language. When read aloud there is a song quality to the 

verses. It stands out. I will call Kol 1.15-20 a hymn, regardless of 

debates over what an ancient hymn is. The verses are distinct in the 

letter. They represent the use of poetic tools such as balance and 

identifiable strophes, assonance, alliteration and repetition. 

Mnemonically it ‘works’ as a hymn, or piece of poetry, whether sung, 

spoken, read or heard. 

Matthew Gordley presents a well thought out definition of an ancient 

hymn which I am satisfied to accept: “A hymn is a self-contained 

composition of relatively short length whose contents are primarily 

centered on praise of the divine in a descriptive or declarative style, 

which may be expressed in direct address or in the third person, 

whether in poetry, or prose, and whose primary purpose may have 

                                            
117 Benjamin Edsall and Jennifer R. Strawbridge, “The Songs we Used to Sing? 

Hymn ‘Traditions’ and Reception in Pauline Letters,” JSNT 37/3 (2015): 301. 
118 See for example Edsall and Strawbridge, “The Songs we Used to Sing,” 303 who 

say that ancient Christian authors did not refer the Kol 1.15-20 in their usages of the 

verses as a hymn. Neither did they dispute Paul’s authorship. See also Matthew E. 

Gordley, Teaching through Song in Antiquity: Didactic Hymnody among Greeks, 
Romans, Jews, and Christians, WUNT 2.302, (Tϋbingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 273-4, 

on the paucity of evidence upon which claims that Kol 1.15-20 is a hymn are based. 
119 See extensive discussion in Edsall and Strawbridge, “The Songs we Used to Sing.” 
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been liturgical or instructional.”120 Within this definition the Kolossian 

hymn fits. 

Gordley’s broad definition refers to the different types of hymns, 

including prose hymns, metrical hymns, cultic hymns, didactic hymns, 

liturgical hymns, philosophical hymns.121 He does not include 

theological oracles, or general oracles, which I think he could, based on 

the hexametrical construction of the products of the Asian oracle 

centres of Klaros and Didyma, for which there is the most evidence, 

and that many oracles praise and exalt a god. Hymn singing formed 

part of the process of oracle consultation.122 Given that Kol 1.15-20 

does not metrically scan with any consistency, I conclude with Gordley, 

that it is a prose hymn.123  

I am unconvinced that the author of the letter wrote the hymn.124 

Despite the developed Christology that pervades the letter, the 

dissimilarities between the poetic construction of the hymn and the 

rest of the letter are too great. This leads me to agree with Lohse,125 

Dunn,126 MacDonald,127 and Gordley,128 among others, that it is a 

portion of a Christian text which has been selected for use in the letter 

because it assists the author with addressing the issues in the 

                                            
120 Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 32-3, and at 40, he claims that a broad 

interpretation of the meaning of ‘hymn’ is necessary for making connections between 

the Kolossian hymn and hymns from the Jewish and Graeco-Roman world.  
121 Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 33. 
122 DI 217.6-9 – the point of the oracle consultation phase at which hymns were to be 

sung in praise of the prophesying god. See Chapter Eight section 8.5.2. 
123 Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 170, who says that the verses are: “a 

citation of a prose hymn, one that represents a creative fusion of the features of 

Jewish psalmody, the conventions of Greco-Roman praise, and the categories of 

popular Greek philosophical thought.” 
124 Edsall and Strawbridge, “The Songs we Used to Sing,” 303, note that ancient 

authors did not dispute the composition of 1.15-20 as by any other than Paul. 
125 Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 41-2. 
126 Dunn, Colossians and Philemon, 83. 
127 MacDonald, Colossians and Ephesians, 65: “The consensus is that these verses 

represent an independent unit that was inserted into the letter.” 
128 Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 170. 
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Kolossian ekklesia. No matter whether the letter writer or someone 

else composed the hymn, it is integral to the letter.  

As I take the position that the hymn was imported into the text, I 

accept that sources of Christological hymnody existed to enable this to 

happen. Such sources were required for theologians and leaders of 

ekklesiai to access for teaching the congregations that gathered and 

quickly grew into organised religion. The availability of source 

material for reuse for teaching purposes as the ekklesiai developed was 

not unique to Christianity or Judaism. Source material also existed for 

Orphic hymns and Isis aretalogies.129 Mitchell attests to the 

availability of source material in the dissemination of theological 

oracles.130 

The text of the hymn appears in the UBS3 Greek text as follows: 

1.15 o{V ejstin eijkw;n tou: qeou: tou: ajoravtou, prwtovtokoV pavshV 
ktivsewV, 16 o{ti ejn aujtw:/ ejktivsqh ta; pavnta ejn toi:V oujranoi:V kai; ejpi; 
th:V gh:V, ta; oJrata; kai; ta; ajoravta, ei[te qrovnoi ei[te kuriovthteV ei[te 
ajrcai; ei[te ejxousivai` ta; pavnta di= aujtou: kai; eijV aujto;n e[ktistai, 17 
kai; aujtovV ejstin pro; pavntwn kai; ta; pavnta ejn aujtw:/ sunevsthken. 18 
kai; aujtovV ejstin hJ kefalh; tou: swvmatoV, th:V ejkklhsivaV` o{V ejstin 
ajrchv, prwtovtokoV ejk tw:n nekrw:n, i{na gevnhtai ejn pa:sin aujto;V 
prwteuvwn, 19 o{ti ejn aujtw:/ eujdovkhsen pa:n to; plhvrwma katoikh:sai 
20 kai; di= aujtou: ajpokatallavxai ta; pavnta eijV aujtovn, 
eijrhnopoihvsaV dia; tou: ai{matoV tou: staurou: aujtou: (di= aujtou:)* 
ei[te ta; ejpi; th:V gh:V ei[te ta; ejn toi:V oujranoi:V. 

1.15 he is the icon of the unseen god, firstborn of all creation, 16 

for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, the 

things seen and the things unseen, whether thrones or 

dominions or first powers or authorities; all things have been 

created through him and to him, 17 and he is before everything 

and all things in him have come together. 18 And he is the head 

of the body, of the ekklesia; he is the beginning, firstborn from 

                                            
129 Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 150, who refers to a “template” for the 

aretalogies of Isis; and 164-5, on the existence of hymn books for Orphic collections. 
130 Mitchell, “Melli,” 152, refers to the replication of inscriptions across the Roman 

Empire which he presumes were copied from an original. More will be said below 

about this in the comparison of hymn and oracle.  
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the dead, so that he might become first in everything, 19 for in 

him all the fullness of creation delighted to live 20 and through 

him all things be reconciled to him again, he having made peace 

through the blood of his cross [through him] whether things on 

earth or things in heaven.  

A textual variant appears in verse 20: di= aujtou:.131 The variant is given 

a {D} rating in the UBS3,4 versions of the Greek text. A balance of 

strong manuscripts support both the phrase’s inclusion and omission, 

which is why the UBS editors were uncertain. Generally, UBS4 reduces 

the letter value given to textual variants from previous editions. In 

this case however, the editors have retained the same value between 

editions. 

Retaining the variant has several effects. Inclusion emphasises the 

‘through him,’ so that it is conveyed with absolute certainty that the 

blood of the cross belongs to Christ. This is a critical Christological 

point in the hymn. In it the humanity in divinity is expressed – dia; tou: 

ai{matoV tou: staurou: aujtou:, through the blood of his cross. This point 

challenges both Judaism and pagan monotheistic attitudes formed 

within a Greek philosophically constructed universe. From the 

perspectives of both Judaism and pagan religion the highest god is 

separated from created humanity. Christ bridges the strata of the 

universe. The emphasis of di= aujtou: strengthens the new view of the 

highest god in Christ. 

Retaining di= aujtou: provides poetic rhythm. Although the verses do not 

conform to standard ancient metre, they nonetheless heighten the 

register of what amounts to a hymn set as prose within an epistolary 

context. 

                                            
131 The textual apparatus for the variant is as follows: di= aujtou:: ᵱ46 א A C Dc K P Y 
048 33 88 181 326 330 451 614 629 630 2492 2495 Byz Lect syrp, h copbo goth Hilary 

Chrysostom Theodoret John-Damascus // omit B D* G I 81 104 436 1241 1739 1877 

1881 1962 1984 1985 2127 Ɩ809 itar, c, d, dem, div, e, f, g, mon, x, z vg copsa arm eth Origengr, lat 

Ambrosiaster Ephraem Cyril Euthalius Theophylact 
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Omission of the variant supports those who prefer verse 20 (or parts of 

it), as an addition to the original hymn. My position is to read the 

variant as part of the hymn as it stands. One of the practices of textual 

criticism is to regard the ‘harder’ reading as the one more likely to be 

original. The reason for this is that subsequent editors have struggled 

with the more difficult interpretation and either omitted the word or 

phrase in question, or inserted something else. Retaining di= aujtou: is 

the harder reading. 

Most approaches to the hymn have been form critical.132 This method 

has itself been criticised.133 Whilst taking this into consideration, a 

brief look at the form of the hymn is worthwhile before moving into its 

interpretation.  

I am persuaded to accept that the hymn comprises of two strophes.134 

If all the verses are included in any reconstruction of the hymn, the 

logical break is at the end of 1.17, the point at which the expression of 

the cosmological supremacy of Christ concludes.135 From verse 18 

redemptive supremacy is expressed. Most scholars agreeing with the 

two-strophe reconstruction think the break is at 1.18b, with 18a 

forming a bridge between the two strophes.136  

The following simple reconstruction of the hymn serves the purposes of 

the discussion here: 

 Strophe 1 

 15a o{V ejstin eijkw;n tou: qeou: tou: ajoravtou, 
 15b prwtovtokoV pavshV ktivsewV, 

                                            
132 As Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context; and Christian Stettler, Der 
Kolosserhymnus: Untersuchungen zu Form, traditionsgeschichtlichem Hintergrund 
und Aussage von Kol 1,15-20, WUNT 131 (Tϋbingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000).  
133 Edsall and Strawbridge, “The Songs we Used to Sing,” 291.  
134 This is the position of most scholars according to Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in 
Context, 9. See the thorough discussion in Stettler, Der Kolosserhymnus, 86, 314-17 

and throughout, who takes the position that the hymn is composed of two strophes. 
135 Stettler, Der Kolosserbrief, 92 also separates the strophes at the end of this verse. 
136 Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 9.  
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 16a o{ti ejn aujtw:/ ejktivsqh ta; pavnta ejn toi:V oujranoi:V kai; ejpi; th:V 
 gh:V, 

 16b ta; oJrata; kai; ta; ajovrata, 
 16c ei[te qrovnoi ei[te kuriovthteV ei[te ajrcai; ei[te ejxousivai` 
 16d ta; pavnta di= aujtou: kai; eijV aujto;n e[ktistai, 
 17a kai; aujtovV ejstin pro; pavntwn 
 17b kai; ta; pavnta ejn aujtw:/ sunevsthken. 
 

 Strophe 2 

18a kai; aujtovV ejstin hJ kefalh; tou: swvmatoV th:V ejkklhsivaV` 
 18b o{V ejstin ajrchv, prwtovtokoV ejk tw:n nekrw:n, 
 18c i{na gevnhtai ejn pa:sin aujto;V prwteuvwn,  
 19 o{ti ejn aujtw:/ eujdovkhsen pa:n to; plhvrwma katoikh:sai 
 20a kai; di= aujtou: ajpokatallavxai ta; pavnta eijV aujtovn, 
 20b eijrhnopoihvsaV dia; tou: ai{matoV tou: staurou: aujtou: di= 
   aujtou: 
 20c ei[te ta; ejpi; th:V gh:V ei[te ta; ejn toi:V oujranoi:V.  

This setting out of the hymn retains all the content. In doing this I 

place the hymn as it stands in the letter in the context of a Christian 

composition intended for worship and instruction. I note that many 

scholars have identified redactions to the text in their quest to find the 

‘original’ hymn. In particular, 1.16, 18a  (th:V ejkklhsivaV) and 20b 

(eijrhnopoihvsaV dia; tou: ai{matoV tou: staurou: aujtou di= aujtou:), and some 

include 20c (ei[te ta; ejpi; th:V gh:V ei[te ta; ejn toi:V oujranoi:V) as additions to 

an original hymn.137 Lohse suggests that there is no reason to consider 

any further additions than those he thinks were clearly Christian 

insertions at 18a th:V ejkklhsivaV, and 20 dia; tou: ai{matoV tou: staurou: 

aujtou:.138 Without the inclusion of th:V ejkklhsivaV to 18a the verse could 

be understood as belonging to the cosmological role of Christ rather 

                                            
137 Van Broekhoven, “Social Profiles,” 85. If this is so he says, an original hymn would 

have affirmed the origin and reorganisation of cosmos through Christ. Additions 

would clarify otherwise absent or obscure references to Christ’s mediatorial work.  
138 Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 44. 
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than a redemptive role.139 However as I have left unchanged any 

wording in my reconstruction of the hymn then I am satisfied to make 

a break between strophes at the end of 1.17. 

There are many different reconstructions of the hymn.140 Stettler even 

provides a Hebrew version of the hymn to strengthen his view that 

Jewish influence was behind the construction of the hymn in Greek.141 

In considering the various versions, it is wise to acknowledge the 

cautious advice of Lohse regarding any reconstructive attempt.142 

Material identified by other scholars as additions or deletions to an 

elusive original he says, only complements and expands what has 

already been laid down in the hymn.143 In the conventions of ancient 

hymnody, it was unnecessary for a prose hymn to contain exactly 

balanced strophes.144 Therefore a break after 1.17 fits the form of a 

prose hymn. Any quest for a balanced, perfectly composed hymn does 

not suit the broader definitions of prose hymnody. 

I am satisfied, with Wright, to include all the verses as they appear in 

the biblical letter in the construction of the hymn.145 For the purposes 

of this thesis I suggest that the verses as they appear in the epistolary 

text provided the writer a means of responding to the divergent 

practices in the ekklesia, whether all the verses matched the original 

source of the hymn or otherwise.  

                                            
139 MacDonald, Colossians and Ephesians, 66, says that the cosmos was frequently 

compared to a body in the ancient world. Without the th:V ejkklhsivaV, a cosmological 

interpretation of the verse could be taken. 
140 Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 5-18 outlines most of them. 
141 Stettler, Der Kolosserbrief, 93. Stettler does not think the hymn was originally 

composed in Hebrew, but at 79 he does states a background in Jewish psalmody: 

“Formal ist Kol 1,15-20 in feierlicher, liturgische-gehobener Sprache gehalten und 

ganz vom alttestamentlichen Psalmenstil geprägt.” 
142 Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 44. 
143 Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 44. 
144 Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 44. 
145 N. T. Wright, “Poetry and Theology in Colossians 1.15-20,” NTS 36 (1990): 444-68. 

I do not however, agree with his stance on the authorship of the hymn to Paul, or the 

original inclusion of the hymn in the letter. 
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The first strophe represents Christ as god’s agent in creation and the 

second strophe represents Christ as god’s agent in redemption.146 

There is movement between the cosmic role and the mediating role 

between human beings and god. This is emphasised by the reversal of 

heaven and earth in 1.16: ejn toi:V oujranoi:V kai; ejpi; th:V gh:V, and 20: ejpi; 

th:V gh:V ei[te ta; ejn toi:V oujranoi:V. Heaven is placed first in 1.16, earth 

first in 1.20. This is an artful way of transmitting a movement between 

Christ’s roles, one that addresses a problem in the ekklesia in which 

the mediatorial role of Christ was not understood as sufficient.  

The roles of Christ in creation and redemption are expressed in the 

strophes with definitions: o{V ejstin eijkw;n tou: qeou: tou: ajoravtou, Christ 

is icon of the unseen god (1.15); o{V ejstin ajrchv, prwtovtokoV ejk tw:n 

nekrw:n, (1.18b) Christ is beginning, firstborn from the dead. There is 

separation between the eternal and the mortal, and Christ is the 

bridge, the means of access across this gulf.  

 

9.4.1 Interpreting the hymn 

I have established that the hymn is linked to conflict in Kolossai 

through its response to divergent cultic practices. Interpretation of the 

hymn must take account of the varied cultural membership of the 

ekklesia. The wider context of the cultural environment stands behind 

the hymn.  

Much scholarship has accompanied the interpretation of the Kolossian 

hymn. The contribution here will be to add to views which include a 

diversity of cultural group background in the community, to 

understanding a Hellenistic philosophical construction of the universe, 

and to monotheistic expressions of god which crossed cultural groups. 

Rather than taking a view that Jewish wisdom tradition alone stood 

                                            
146 MacDonald, Colossians and Ephesians, 65; Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 42. 
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behind the hymn,147 I continue to develop ideas of pagan monotheistic 

and dispersed Hellenistic Jewish religious practices as influential on 

the appearance of the hymn in the letter. These practices connect with 

the attitudes and rituals discussed in the section above on conflict.  

Jewish wisdom tradition developed from the accounts of creation in 

Genesis 1 and Proverbs 8.148 The tradition continued in the Hellenistic 

environment of dispersed Judaism through philosophical writers such 

as Philo. It may well be that the Christ implied in the Kolossian hymn 

has a parallel in Proverbs, especially 8.22-31. The wisdom figure of 

Proverbs has been identified in this way by scholars such as Denis 

Edwards in his explication of the Sophia-Christ.149 It is reasonable to 

suggest that LXX 8.22: kuvrioV e[ktisevn me ajrch;n oJdw:n aujtou: eijV e[rga 

aujtou:, the Lord created me the beginning of his journeyings into his 

works, resounds with the prwtovtokoV pavshV ktivsewV, the firstborn of all 

creation of Kol 1.15. The one acting as aJmovzousa, a joiner (as in 

building or woodworking)150 par= aujtw:/, alongside him (the Lord) of 8.30 

performs a similar role to Christ, who shares in the creating role: o{ti ejn 

aujtw:/ ejktivsqh ta; pavnta ejn toi:V oujranoi:V kai; ejpi; th:V gh:V, and ta; pavnta 

di= aujtou: kai; eijV aujto;n e[ktistai, (Kol 1.16).  

Jewish wisdom tradition provides one context for the source 

background of the hymn and the context into which it was composed. 

In addition to Jewish wisdom, there are connections in the hymn with 

Graeco-Roman philosophy. A philosophical view of the universe 

crossed Judaism and traditional paganism and was a background to 

                                            
147 Van Broekhoven, “The Social Profiles,” 75 n. 7 says the hymn draws its imagery 

from wisdom literature of early Judaism. This, he claims, has been demonstrated 

through modern scholarship. See also MacDonald, Colossians and Ephesians, 66; 

Stettler, Der Kolosserbrief, 86-94, 314-15. 
148 This is expounded on by Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 19-20, 67-8. 
149 Denis Edwards, Jesus the Wisdom of God: An Ecological Theology (Homebush, 

NSW: St Paul’s, 1995). 
150 NRSV has ‘master worker’ as a translation of the Hebrew. 



 

435 

 

the various practices, pagan and Jewish, noted as conflict through the 

letter.  

The letter highlights similarities with Graeco-Roman philosophy. The 

Platonic view of the structure of the universe, as analysed in Chapter 

Six, reveals these influences.151 The qeo;V ajoravtoV, the unseen god 

(1.15) is the creating divine source that exists in the perfect immaterial 

realm inaccessible to created beings. Everything in heaven and earth 

that is seen by mortals or unseen is created in this ultimate divinity: 

o{ti ejn aujtw:/ ejktivsqh ta; pavnta ejn toi:V oujranoi:V kai; ejpi; th:V gh:V, ta; oJrata; 

kai; ta; ajoravta (1.16). Nothing is excluded.  

The letter writer intends that the one in whom ta; pavnta is created is 

identified with Christ. The instruction of other material in the letter is 

that Christ is the eijkw;n tou: qeou: tou: ajoravtou, the icon of the unseen 

god (1.15), who is the means of approach to the highest god. One must 

hold fast to the head (2.19) to access this god, who is the same icon, 

rather than be distracted by other ritual means of approach.  

The hymn generates ideas that relate to the role of the dhmiourgovV,152 

the maker of the world, the one described in Plato’s Timaios.153 The 

demiurge is first, the beginning, which connects with o{V ejstin ajrchv, 

(1.18), and the first is presented in the hymn as the prwtovtokoV pavshV 

ktivsewV (1.15), the first born of creation. The demiurge gazes into the 

perfect realm in which the invisible god exists. The demiurge himself is 

eijkwvn, (1.15) the icon, the perfect image. From the perfect images of the 

exclusive realm of the invisible god, the material comes into being. He 

is the agent, the mediator, the one through whom all things are 

created, things in heaven and on earth, the seen (the physical) and 

                                            
151 See Chapter Six, section 6.4. 
152 Interestingly a translation of dhmiourgovV is a skilled worker, which calls to mind 

the designation of the sofiva in Proverbs 8. 
153 Plato Timaios 40 C; also, Republic 530 A. In Neoplatonic philosophy, the 

dhmiourgovV is a name of god. Philo 1.632: dhmiourgovV ejx o[ntwn, out of being, a 

Fabricator, opposed to Creator, ktivsthV ejx oujk o[ntwn, not created out of being. 
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unseen (the spiritual) (1.16, 20). With Christ, there is no need for 

angeloi to mediate the supreme god. Christ as demiurge explains the 

divine nature of Christ that fits the philosophically construed universe.  

Divine and semi-divine beings inhabit the stratified universe. They are 

represented in the hymn as the qrovnoi, kuriovthteV, ajrcaiv, ejxousivai, 

(1.16) thrones, dominions, first powers, authorities. These exist above 

the mortal realm, yet have mediatorial interaction with it. They 

manifest the powers of the unseen god. A pagan ritual expression of 

this Platonic interpretation of the universe is found in the confessional 

practices of Phrygia and Lydia.154 In these, the gods of justice, Mēn, 

Hosios and Dikaios, even Apollo in some contexts, were honoured by 

people who committed a wrong doing because these gods represented 

the power of a highest god whom the people could not see and could 

only access through this way. Similarly, divine beings in the role of 

angeloi brokered the power of the unseen god. These practices were 

directed at the highest god, and as such they fit into pagan expressions 

of monotheism.  

Some scholars identify the qrovnoi, kuriovthteV, ajrcaiv, ejxousivai of 1.16 as 

demonic beings who divert Christians away from Christ.155 An 

emphasis on the daivmoneV as evil spirits has created a distorted view of 

these beings as existing in opposition to a highest god, rather than as 

inhabitants of a divine/semi-divine hierarchy with mediatorial roles of 

administration of the powers of a highest god.  

This view of the ordering of things is a human way of understanding 

the universe, where created, mortal people cannot see the highest god 

but ritually honour the powers of this god. They grapple for a means 

for connection. In the hymn they hear how god comes to them in a new 

way, dia; tou: ai{matoV tou: staurou: aujtou:, (1.20) through the blood of his 

                                            
154 See Chapter Five, section 5.6 for a full description of the confessional practices. 
155 As Arnold, “Sceva, Solomon and Shamanism,” 22. 
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cross. Christ is presented as superior to the thrones, dominions, first 

powers and authorities, all things on heaven and earth. 

The synthesis of Jewish wisdom expressed in the creation texts and in 

Jewish Hellenistic philosophers with Graeco-Roman philosophy, and 

pagan and Jewish monotheistic practices form a plausible cultural 

background to the hymn. This is not a syncretistic product, but an 

expression of the diversity of groups emerging into the new religious 

situation and interacting with each other. These things represent the 

human environment of Asia Minor which are embedded in the hymn.  

 

9.5 Oracle and hymn in context 

At the inception of this thesis I listened to the Oinoanda oracle and 

heard sounds of echo in the Kolossian hymn. The journey from that 

point to now represents many stops and turns along the way. But the 

echo remains. This leads me to continue to say that the oracle and the 

hymn, despite being separated by over a century, derive from a 

common world in which views of god from different cultural groups 

were coalescing. Both texts emerge from a changing religious situation. 

Both texts represent monotheistic attitudes toward god. Both texts 

respond to the question, ‘Who is god?’ 

It is important to state at the outset that there is no direct influence 

between hymn and oracle. One is not dependent on the other. Rather it 

is indications of a shared cultural environment which stand out. 

Huttner makes similar observations about comparisons between 

Christian ideas and practices in the context of pagan cults in the Lykos 

Valley. Huttner takes the cultic singing in honour of Apollo which 

devotees engaged in with similar enthusiasm to the praises sung to the 

Christian god, saying that, “In none of these cases can mutual 

influence or dependence be demonstrated, but geographical proximity 

supports the hypothesis that contemporaries were well aware of the 
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similarities as well as the conceptual differences in detail.”156 

Assimilation theory shows that groups of people from different 

backgrounds entered boundary areas, the zones of acculturation and 

integration with their permeable borders (See Fig. 1), and traded ideas 

and customs, taking on certain things, staying clear of others. The new 

ekklesiai existed in boundary spaces of acculturation and integration 

between pagan and Jewish groups. Members entering brought with 

them ideas about god and practices of approach to god. They shared 

the core identity features of Christianity taught in the ekklesia. At 

Kolossai this included the cosmological supremacy of Christ and the 

redemptive power of the cross. However, members differed in ritual 

practices. These practices included adherence to certain rules and 

deference to mediatorial beings. These things give insight into the 

diverse backgrounds of members and to what they held onto from 

previous group allegiances. 

Cult expressions of pagan monotheism also belong in the acculturating 

spaces between different groups. In these spaces, traditional paganism, 

indigenous paganism and Hellenistic Judaism met. The result was 

pagan monotheistic practices such as angeloi devotion, public 

confession, worship of Theos Hypsistos, the activities of the theosebeis, 

and the voice of the oracle.  

The theological hymn for Kolossai and the theological oracle from 

Oinoanda are evidence of the activity that took place in the 

acculturating spaces between cultural groups, where the new religious 

situation developed, and where expression of it took place. 

As stated above, later material may elucidate a past situation. The 

theological oracle postdates the hymn. The oracle reflects a religious 

situation that was expressive of the monotheistic attitude and the 

accompanying cultic practices that began in the first century, when the 

                                            
156 Huttner, Early Christianity, 390-91. 
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hymn was composed to address the influence of divergent practices 

and attitudes in the ekklesia. There is continuity in the cultural 

environment which supports the conversation between the earlier 

dated hymn and the later dated oracle. 

Following is a comparison of the oracle and the hymn designed to 

emphasise the commonalities founded in the shared cultural 

environment and the shared expression of a highest god which crossed 

cultural groups.  

As I undertake this comparison I am mindful not to assume there is 

connection without adequately establishing context and providing 

evidence that is inductive, ie., that lays out facts rather than deducing 

information from what I would like to fit. Samuel Sandmel’s warnings 

about ‘parallelomania’ issued soundly in the 1960s still hold today.157  

 

9.5.1 Comparative analysis of oracle and hymn158  

1.15 o{V ejstin eijkw;n tou: qeou: tou:  

ajoravtou,  The o{V, the ‘Who,’ is Christ in 

the hymn, the eijkwvn, icon, the 

perfect image, of the god that is 

hidden from sight, the one the 

oracle refers to as aijqevra 
panderkh:, the all-seeing Aither: 

separated in the heavens, 

unseen, but seeing everything – 

the supreme divinity. This is 

the creating source, the tou:to 

                                            
157 Samuel Sandmel, “Parallelomania,” JBL 81/1 (1962): 1, provides a definition of 

the term, ‘parallelomania’: “We might for our purposes define parallelomania as that 

extravagance among scholars which first overdoes the supposed similarity in 

passages and then proceeds to describe source and derivation as if implying literary 

connection flowing in an inevitable or predetermined direction.” 
158 For the purposes of analysis, references in the Greek to the hymn are in red text 

and references to the oracle are in green text. 
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qeovV of the oracle, which in the 

Platonic construction of the 

universe exists in an exclusive 

realm, apart from all that 

comes after, the perfect 

being.159 Christ is the visible 

manifestation of the qeo;V 
ajoravtoV, the invisible god. The 

invisible god dwells in ether/air 

and ejn puri; naivwn, primal 

fire.160 

prwtovtokoV pavshV ktivsewV, The firstborn of all creation: the 

pre-existing one who is not 

created, the dhmiourgovV of 

Plato’s universe who gazes into 

the realm of perfection. 

1 aujtofuhvV, ajdivdaktoV, ajmhvtwr,  The qeo;V ajoravtoV of the hymn is 

expressed through the oracle as 

aujtofuhvV, the self-generate one, 

the original divinity who has no 

mother or teacher. 

ajstufevliktoV, Unshaken, undisturbed divinity 

– solid, unchanging presence.161  

2 ou[noma mh; cwrw:n, poluwvnumoV, No room for this presence in a 

name, many named: one name 

cannot contain god, many 

names attempt to.162 In a 

multiple cult context there are 

                                            
159 Plato Timaios 27D-29D. 
160 Version of oracle present in Porphyry =Ek th:V qeosofivaV, has flogmo;V ajpeirevsioV, 
boundless flame; and, puro;V aijqerivou, fire of ether, as the dwelling of the god. 
161 Xenophanes Fragment 26 reflects the foundational, unmoving quality of the 

original divinity, the highest god: aijei; d= ejn taujtw:/ mivmnei kinouvmenoV oujdevn – always 

she remains in the same way, never moving. In the oracle, this quality is described as 
ajstufevliktoV. 
162 The version of the oracle found in Porphyry, Lactantius and the Theosophy 

contains ou[noma mhde; lovgw/ cwrouvmenon – a name not made room for in a word. This 

different emphasis takes away the polytheistic possibilities of poluwvnumoV, many 

named. Mitchell, “The Cult of Theos Hypsistos,” 86; Parke, The Oracles of Apollo, 

166. Robert, “Un Oracle,” 604-05. See study of the sources of the Oinoanda oracle 

Chapter Eight, section 8.7.1. 
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many names for the u{yistoV, the 

supreme god, thus the question 

asked of the oracular Apollo, su; 
ei\ qeo;V h] a[lloV; ‘Are you god, or 

is another?’163 This expression 

accounts for the abstraction in 

naming of the highest god in a 

context of pagan monotheism: 

the Aijqevra panderkh: of the 

oracle, to; qei:on, the divinity, 

Qeo;V $UyistoV, Theos Hypsistos 

(god most high), %OsioV kai; 
Dikai:oV, Holy and Just, and the 

a[ggeloi, angeloi, designations of 

the power of god. 

ejn puri; naivwn,  Dwelling in fire, the ethereal, 

heavenly, primal fire – the place 

of the prwtovtokoV pavshV ktivsewV, 
firstborn of all creation, the 

prwtovtokoV ejk tw:n nekrw:n, 
firstborn of the dead, (1.15, 18): 

deity present before all else is 

created; first in everything, i{na 
gevnhtai ejn pa:sin aujto;V prwteuvwn 
(1.18). 

3 tou:to qeovV` This is god. o{V ejstin... (1.15), o{V 
ejstin... (1.18). Who is god? He 

is... 

meikra; de; qeou: meri;V a[ngeloi hJmei:V. Apollo responds to the question, 

‘Who is god?’ identifying as one 

of the a[ngeloi, a mediatorial 

being between the supreme god 

and the creation; one who 

manifests the powers of a 

highest god. There are others – 

hJmei:V, we, are meikra; de; qeou: 
meri;V, a small portion of god. The 

hierarchy of the universe 

                                            
163 Porphyry =Ek th:V qeosofivaV. 
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includes many beings, including 

a[ngeloi, and qrovnoi, kuriovthteV, 
ajrcaiv, ejxousivai (1.16). Worship 

of angeloi (2.18) is a response to 

this universe, a means of 

accessing god.  

1.16 o{ti ejn aujtw:/ ejktivsqh ta; pavnta ejn 

toi:V oujranoi:V kai; ejpi; th:V gh:V, By the agency of the o{V, all 

things are created in heaven 

and earth – celestial beings and 

incarnate beings, including the 

intermediate entities within the 

universal hierarchy. This 

structured universe pervades 

the understanding of the people 

in Asia Minor. It forms part of a 

common cultural background.  

ta; oJrata; kai; ta; ajovrata, 

ei[te qrovnoi ei[te kuriovthteV 

ei[te ajrcai; ei[te ejxousivai` All things have come into being 

by this one’s agency, things 

seen and unseen by people: the 

qrovnoi, kuriovthteV, ajrcai;, 
ejxousivai, thrones, dominions, 

first powers, authorities – the 

hierarchy of daivmoneV, the layers 

to God: meikra; de; qeou: meri;V 
a[ngeloi hJmei:V, we angeloi are a 

small portion of god. These are 

presented not equally superior 

to Christ, but a portion or 

particle, merivV. Undergirding 

the building of this hierarchy 

exist the stoicei:a tou: kovsmou 
(2.8, 20).  

ta; pavnta di= aujtou: kai; eijV aujto;n 
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e[ktistai, Through this one everything 

has been created – there is no 

external agency, no need for the 

a[ngeloi of the oracle, or the 

a[ggeloi of the hymn. Apollo is 

redundant before the highest 

god. 

1.17 kai; aujtoV ejstin pro; pavntwn kai; 

ta; pavnta ejn aujtw:/ sunevsthken. Everything holds together in or 

by or with him, because ejn 
pa:sin aujto;V prwteuvwn (1.18), he 

is first, pro; pavntwn, he is before 

all things, aujtofuvhV, self- 

generate. It holds together 

because it must happen through 

him.  

1.18 kai; aujtovV ejstin hJ kefalh; tou: 

swvmatoV, th:V ejkklhsivaV` In the cosmic body the head is 

the summit of the hierarchy. In 

the new expression of the 

highest god, the gathering of 

people, the ekklesia, has 

become the body with Christ as 

its head. The cosmic has come 

to earth: ejpi; th:V gh:V, (1.16, 20). 

o{V ejstin ajrchv, He is beginning, the principle. 

This is an attribute, as eijkwvn, 
icon, image (1.15), prwtovtokoV, 
firstborn (1.15, 18), pro; pavntwn, 
before everything (1.17), kefalhv, 
head (1.18), prwteuvwn, first 

(1.18). In the oracle the 

attributes are listed: aujtofuhvV, 
self-generate, ajdivdaktoV, 
without teacher, ajmhvtwr, 
without mother, ajstufevliktoV, 
unshaken, ou[noma mh; cwrw:n, not 

made room for in a name, 
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poluwvnumoV, many named, 

aijqevra panderkh:, all-seeing 

Aither. Together the attributes 

of god in hymn and oracle 

emphasise the self-sufficiency, 

priority and superiority of the 

highest god. 

prwtovtokoV ejk tw:n nekrw:n, The firstborn of the dead. 

Christ is supreme in all realms, 

the immortal, the mortal, 

wherever there are things, ejn 
toi:V oujranoi:V kai; ejpi; th:V gh:V, ta; 
oJrata; kai; ta; ajovrata, (1.16), in 

the heavens and on earth, 

things seen and unseen.  

i{na gevnhtai ejn pa:sin aujto;V prwteuvwn, In order again that this god 

may be first. 

1.19 o{ti ejn aujtw:/ eujdovkhsen pa:n to; 

plhvrwma katoikh:sai All the plhvrwma, the fullness tou: 
qeou: tou: ajoravtou, (1.15) of the 

unseen god, the highest god, 

was pleased to dwell in the o{V, 
Christ. There is no need for 

mediation because the highest 

god is in him. Of god in the 

oracle, Apollo is meikra; de; qeou: 
merivV, a small portion of god.  

20 kai; di= aujtou: ajpokatallavxai ta;  

pavnta eijV aujtovn, eijrhnopoihvsaV dia;  

tou: ai{matoV tou: staurou: aujtou:,  

(di= aujtou:) ei[te ta; ejpi; th:V gh:V ei[te  

ta; ejn toi:V oujranoi:V. The things in heaven and on 

earth have been reconciled 

through him through his cross. 

This speaks into the cult 

specifics of worship: 
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reconciliation through the cross. 

The cult space for this is the 

ekklesia. The honouring of god 

in and through Christ has come 

to the level of the earth –  ta; ejpi; 
th:V gh:V ei[te ta; ejn toi:V oujranoi:V. 
The priority of the things of 

heaven and earth have been 

reversed in this verse from 1.16, 

in which the things in heaven 

came first. Who is god is given 

unique expression in the 

monotheistic religious 

traditions of Asia: reconciliation 

through the blood of Christ’s 

cross. This is the new religious 

situation. 

4 tou:to peuqomevnoisi qeou: pevri o{stiV 

uJpavrcei,  This responsorial phrase from 

the oracle tradition sets up the 

answer to the question, ‘Who is 

god?’  

5 Aijqevra panderkh: qeo;n ejnnevpen, eijV o{n He describes all-seeing Aither, 

an abstract personification 

typical of the pagan 

monotheistic approach to god in 

Asia Minor. Look into her,  

oJrw:ntaV  

6 eu[cesq= hjwvouV pro;V ajntolivhn pray at the break of day when 

looking into the sunrise. 

ejsorwntaV. The specific cultic instruction, 

the rules that shaped the 

worship of the highest god in 

Oinoanda fit the geographical 

context. They have no parallel 

in the hymn. The cult space is 

in the worship of Theos 

Hypsistos. The cultic 
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instruction is absent in the 

versions of the oracle found in 

Porphyry, Lactantius and the 

Theosophy. Theology and cult 

practice are grouped together at 

Oinoanda. 

 

This comparative analysis of hymn and oracle affirms a common 

cultural environment in which the texts were set, along with a shared 

world view. The comparison affirms that both texts belong to minority 

group monotheistic traditions. They both express a highest god. They 

both respond to a question about the nature and identity of god. This 

common question was shared across different religious traditions. The 

language of both the hymn and oracle resound with theological ideas 

on the supremacy of god.  

Gordley has undertaken a comparative analysis of the hymn with an 

aretalogy of Isis.164 Whilst an aretalogy is unlike a theological oracle, 

the comparison nonetheless draws in the wider cultural environment 

in which the Kolossian hymn is set. Gordley compares an aretalogy 

from Apuleius with the hymn.165 In this comparison Gordley identifies 

common themes between the texts, based on: initial identification, 

supremacy of Christ/Isis, supremacy in multiple realms, manifestation 

of the divine, orderer and sustainer of all things, experienced by 

humanity in cult/church, acts of beneficence.166 This is not the same 

type of comparison I have undertaken between the hymn and 

theological oracle. Rather than thematic comparison as Gordley has 

done, I have specifically identified a common cultural background, 

shared philosophical world view, and shared monotheistic ideas 

                                            
164 Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 153. 
165 Apuleius Metamorphoses 11.5. 
166 Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 153. 
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through a close analysis of language usage, vocabulary and phrase 

construction. 

I suggest that the comparative analysis I have undertaken between 

the oracle and the hymn indicate that ideas about god moved between 

cultural groups, and that this process was ongoing and developed 

through the centuries. The processes of assimilation between cultural 

groups discussed throughout this thesis show that there was 

interaction between people of different groups, through the spaces 

where acculturating and integrative processes took place. Individuals 

and groups shared some things with each other, while holding onto 

distinctions critical to their core group identity.  

The sharing of religious ideas can be seen in the dissemination of 

theological texts in the ancient world. Assimilation between groups 

facilitated the sharing of religious ideas. The oracle of Apollo from 

Oinoanda is an example, as the reproduction of the first three verses in 

almost the same form by Lactantius and Porphyry indicates. These 

same verses appeared in the Theosophy. Mitchell thinks that an 

inscriptional discovery from Melli in Pisidia provides further evidence 

that the Oinoanda oracle was disseminated far from its source.167 The 

inscription provides an ejxhvghsiV, an interpretation (exegesis), of an 

oracle from Klaros. I agree with Mitchell that the oracle this text refers 

to is the theological oracle from Oinoanda. 

 qeoi:V kai; qeai:V ajpo;  to the male and female gods from 

 ejxhghvsewV crhvs-  an exegesis of an oracle 

 mou =ApovllwnoV  of Apollo 

 Klarivou168   Klarios 

                                            
167 Mitchell, “Melli,” 153: “I suggest that the oracle in question could well have been 

the Clarian monotheistic oracle, known from an inscription at Oinoanda (SEG 27 

933), and quoted or alluded to by a number of authors of late antiquity, most notably 

Lactantius in the Divine Institutions I.7.” 
168 Mitchell, “Melli,” 151, no. 13. 
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The inscription was part of the base of a bronze statue, probably of 

Apollo of Klaros found near a house. There have been found nine other 

versions in Latin from the western Roman Empire.169 The text from 

Pisidia is the only version in Greek. The multiple occurrences of this 

oracle indicates that the instruction of the oracle, directed at worship 

of all the gods, qeoi:V kai; qeai:V, male and female, had been transmitted 

much further than the local area of Melli.  

Mitchell suggests that the similarity of texts across the versions 

indicate they were copied from an original, and that they were all set 

up within a few years.170 It is significant for this study that the 

ejxhvghsiV, exegesis, or interpretation, (interpretatio in the Latin 

versions) refers to a prior oracle of which the instruction of the Melli 

oracle responds, and that most likely the prior oracle was the 

Oinoanda oracle. If a date as early as 140 CE accompanies the Latin 

inscriptions, as Mitchell proposes,171 it suggests that either the 

Oinoanda oracle was inscribed earlier than c. 200 CE,172 or that a 

previous iteration predated it. If there was a previous iteration of the 

                                            
169 Mitchell, “Melli,” 151-2 lists the texts: CIL VII 633; ILS 3230; RIB 1579 from 

Britannia: diis deabusque se/cundum interpre/tationem oracu/li Clari Apollinis / coh. 
I Tungrorem; CIL III 2880; ILS 3230a from Dalmatia: d(iis) deabusq(ue) secundum 
inter/petrationem (sic) Cla/rii Apollonis; CIL VIII 8351; ILS 3230b from Numidia: dis 
deabusq(ue) / s[e]cundum / interpreta/tionem ora/culi Cla/ri Apollonis; AĖ 1929: no. 

156; G. Sotgiu ILSard: no. 42 from Sardinia: Dis deabusque / secundum / 
interpreta/tionem Clari / Apollinis; AĖ 1986: no. 281 from Italia: Diis deabusq(ue) / 
secundum / interpreta/tionem Clari / Apollinis; Inscriptions antiques du Maroc: no. 

84 from Mauretania: [---] oraculi C[larii Apollinis]; Euzennat 1976; Inscriptions 
antiques du Maroc: no. 344 from Mauretania: Dis deabusque / secundum 
interpre/tationem oraculi / Clarii Apollinis; Letta 1989; AĖ 1991: no. 564 from Italia: 

Dis deabusque / secundu[m] / interpr[eta]tio[nem] / o[raculi / Clarii Apollonis] or / 

C[larii / Apollinis]; AĖ 1990: no. 545: Pereira Menaut 1991: no. 60 from Hispania 

Citerior: Dis d(eabus)q(ue) / ex interp/retation(e) / oraculi / Clari / Apo[l]linis C./AD 
sacr/u[m c.6] / --- See also Merkelbach and Stauber; E. Birley, “Die cohors I 

Tungrorum und das Orakel des klarischen Apollo,” Germanica 23: 189-90. 
170 Mitchell, “Melli,” 152. He suggests a date any time after 140 CE and that imperial 

pressure ensured the transmission of the exegesis. Mitchell bases this date on a 

study by E. Birley, “Cohors I Tungrorum and the Oracle of Clarian Apollo,” Chiron 4 

(1974): 511-13 [Reprinted in The Roman Army (collected papers): 365-7]. 
171 See above note. 
172 See discussion in Chapter Eight. 
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Oinoanda oracle, it means there was likely a source from which the 

Oinoanda text derived. 

The Melli oracle, which prescribes honour qeoi:V kai; qeai:V, to the male 

and female gods, is an affirming interpretation intended to be heard in 

the circles of traditional paganism. It also indicates that the oracle 

which was being interpreted was controversial enough, or innovative 

enough, to require interpretation and dissemination.173 

In the Melli oracle it is understood that there is a highest god, as 

reported by Apollo himself in the Oinoanda oracle. The Melli oracle 

also affirms that the traditional gods alongside Apollo, who is angelos 

in the Oinoanda inscription, have a place and were worthy of worship. 

Thus, the inclusion of all the gods. Mitchell says: “Claros explained 

that even though the Olympians ranked below the highest god, it was 

right to continue to worship them in the traditional way.”174 This 

sentiment picks up on the philosophical monotheism taught by Plato, 

whose characters discerned a supreme deity but continued to worship 

the traditional gods.175 

The Melli text was found close to its original setting. As discussed in 

Chapter Seven, Mitchell locates the text in a room within a house 

dedicated to cultic worship of Theos Hypsistos.176  

Although worship of Theos Hypsistos was directed at the highest god, 

the Melli inscription interprets the context to include the other gods, 

even though they were lesser in status. Mitchell’s concludes that the 

                                            
173 Mitchell,” Melli,” 153. 
174 Mitchell, “Melli,” 154. 
175 Plato Timaios 27B 9-C 1-4. At the outset of the exposition of the nature of the 

universe Socrates encourages Timaios to begin with invoking the gods: so;n ou\n e[rgon 
levgein a[n, w\ Tivmaie, ei[h to; meta; tou:to, wJV e[oiken, kalevsanta kata; novmon qeouvV. =All=, w\ 
SwvkrateV, tou:tov ge dh; pavnteV o{soi kai; kata; bracu; swfrosuvnhV metevcousin ejpi; panto;V 
oJrmh:/ kai; smikrou: kai; megavlou pravgmatoV qeo;n ajeiv pou kalou:sin` - so Timaios, it may 

be your job to speak after this, as it seems, after the custom of calling on the gods. Of 
course, Socrates, as many people sharing even little sense at the start of every matter 
either small or large, always call upon god. 
176 Mitchell, “Melli,” 153. 
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Melli text, along with the other nine instances in the western part of 

the Roman Empire, was not aimed against monotheism, but was a 

“compromise formula, designed to reconcile increasingly popular 

monotheism with the concerns of traditional religion.”177 I agree that 

this conclusion is plausible in the new religious situation described in 

this thesis. It reminds us that pagan monotheism in the ancient world 

was not defined in the way that we think about monotheism today. 

Monotheism was a flexible designation, as the Melli oracle suggests. 

The Melli oracle and the Oinoanda oracle reflect the new religious 

situation in which understandings of god were changing and new 

possibilities of choices in cult membership were becoming available. 

The oracles also exhibit signs of assimilation between cultural groups.  

I surmise with confidence that the Melli oracle is evidence that the 

Oinoanda oracle was disseminated throughout the empire, used to 

instruct on the developing trend of pagan monotheism and the ongoing 

place of the traditional gods within that scope. It may represent an 

attempt to bring the abstract god Theos Hypsistos into the realm of the 

pagan pantheon. The dissemination of the Melli oracle indicates there 

was an original text. This was not a new thing in the ancient world. 

Templates describing god and the manner of worship of gods existed 

for Orphic hymns and Isis aretalogies.178 I propose that the Kolossian 

hymn was also disseminated, that it was a source of Christological 

hymnody, available for adaptation and teaching in multiple contexts. 

Many scholars have considered redactions to the hymn and have 

attempted to work out the original form. The fact that so many 

possibilities for its cult background exist provides a basis for agreeing 

that there was a template for the hymn, and that this template was 

                                            
177 Mitchell, “Melli,” 155. 
178 Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context,” 150. 
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used for different contexts as theological speculation on the nature of 

god progressed.179 

It is important to note that there are obvious dissimilarities between 

the oracle and the hymn. Dissimilarities say as much about the people 

and their environment as do the similarities. The cultic contexts 

between hymn and oracle were different. The hymn was intended for a 

developing community of Christians from various cultural 

backgrounds. It responds to practices of approach to god that diverged 

from the foundational practices of the ekklesia. It sets out the 

universal supremacy of Christ through his identification with god in 

philosophical terms. It also describes Christ as a bridge between a 

common understanding of the universal hierarchy of beings beneath 

god and the created human state, eliminating the need for mediation. 

And it names the unique aspect of the Christian approach to god, 

redemption through the cross. 

The oracle responds to a question about the nature of god most likely 

asked at a significant oracle centre like Klaros. It was situated in the 

cult context of Theos Hypsistos,180 an abstract deity quite unlike 

Christ. The oracle, like the hymn, describes the universal supremacy of 

the highest god. Unlike Christ who in the hymn is aligned with the 

highest god, Apollo is differentiated, placed within the universal 

hierarchy along with others, the stoicheia, the thrones, dominions, first 

powers, authorities, and the angeloi. The oracle also delivers cultic 

instructions.  

 

9.6 Conclusions 

                                            
179 In saying this, I note that the hymn has not appeared in any other extant form 

than the biblical letter. 
180 See Chapter Eight on the physical location of the Oinoanda oracle. 
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Christianity was a religious group of the new type which offered 

individual choice in membership. People came into the ekklesiai from 

various backgrounds, both from minority groups and the mainstream. 

I have established in this chapter that the Christian community in the 

Lykos Valley was culturally diverse. This meant that members entered 

with differing levels of Hellenistic acculturation into the Christian 

group. Some maintained practices from former allegiances while others 

adhered to the foundational teaching of the ekklesia. These things 

created points of conflict evident in the letter written to the ekklesiai of 

the Lykos Valley.  

Conflicting issues centred around strict adherence to rules and 

deference to mediatorial beings. The writer of the letter knew the 

cultural environment in which the ekklesiai were set and shared in a 

philosophical world view. It was from this perspective that the writer 

engaged with the issues of diverging practices of approach to god.  

The hymn was placed in the letter as an integral tool for addressing 

conflict. The hymn sets out the supremacy of Christ in the universe 

and on earth, in the body of the community. The hymn sets out why 

mediatorial beings were of no use in accessing the highest god. In the 

hymn, Christ is the only way to god. The hymn expresses a highest 

god, and thus is part of the movement of monotheism in the cultural 

environment of Asia Minor.  

I place the Kolossian hymn and the theological oracle from Oinoanda 

into a comparative context in this chapter. Dependency between texts 

is not expected. Shared monotheistic ideas between the texts indicate 

that they belonged to the same cultural world, emerged from the same 

cultural environment where new expressions of god were being heard. 
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10. CONCLUSIONS 

 

In this thesis, I have investigated the cultural environment of Asia 

Minor and investigated if it provided a matrix for the expressions of a 

highest god. I have explored whether expressions of a highest god 

emerged from minority group settings, beyond the cultural 

mainstream. The results of this study indicate that the cultural 

environment did support a matrix of interconnected people living in 

diverse communities. It also affirms that monotheistic expressions 

arose in this environment, especially in minority group contexts. 

The cultural environment of Asia Minor in the first three imperial 

centuries was a vibrant, interactive space, alive with the presence of 

many groups, many cultures, many people, customs and distinctions. 

Wherever people met they shared the things that were common. 

Language, marketplace, roads, public buildings, military service, work 

environment, entertainment, all drew people into common areas of 

interaction. The background Hellenistic mainstream was the 

mediating environment in which these things took place. Within their 

own groups people shared in the traditions that identified them as 

distinct. The degree of involvement in the shared spaces, the common 

ground, indicated how assimilated they were within the Hellenistic 

mainstream. 

Assimilation processes assess the adaptation of people from minority 

groups within a mainstream. The method of assimilation theory used 

here has formed a basis for developing the exploration of the groups of 

people inhabiting the cultural environment of Asia Minor. Analysis of 

the subprocesses of acculturation and integration have provided 

insight into the degree of Hellenisation of different groups of people. 

The method of assimilation theory applied to minority groups in Asia 

Minor, including Jews, indigenous rural dwelling pagans, monotheistic 
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pagans and Christians, indicates that within shared spaces, in the 

boundaries between groups, integration and acculturation took place. 

These processes led to degrees of success and mobility for minority 

group members within the wider structures of society. The same 

processes could also produce dissimilation and introversion of groups, 

leading to the stronger retention of core group distinction. In the 

spaces of acculturation and integration, new ideas emerged. As 

cultures engaged, creative things took place. In the same spaces 

confrontation and conflict were present. 

This study affirms that the cultural mainstream of Asia Minor was 

Hellenisation. The Hellenistic cultural environment resisted 

domination by cultural Romanisation. Hellenisation was an urban 

phenomenon that was tolerant of indigenous group and other 

minorities. This permitted minority groups to remain distinct. It also 

enabled minority groups to participate in mainstream cultural 

activities without compromising core group distinction. Diverse 

cultural groups and practices flourished within the Hellenistic 

mainstream of Asia Minor. This shows that the cultural environment 

was an enabling matrix for the adaptation and integration of many 

groups and individuals. 

The first three centuries CE witnessed changes away from the 

constraints of traditional paganism in Asia Minor. In a new religious 

situation, new cults appeared, creating a religious marketplace. These 

cults required voluntary membership and commitment. They provided 

a personal satisfaction that was lacking in the static, embedded 

structures of pagan religion. Individuals had a new role in this 

situation. Christianity was one such new group. Practices associated 

with local justice and devotion to abstractly named deities formed part 

of the new religious situation. Monotheistic ideas joined the religious 

currency of the marketplace. 
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Within a new religious situation pagan monotheism began to be 

expressed in cultic form. Pagan monotheism developed from 

philosophical foundations and a widespread understanding of a 

hierarchically constructed universe. Gods inhabited the strata of the 

universe. A supreme god existed above and beyond the universe as an 

original, creating source. Devotion to a highest god, Theos Hypsistos, 

became evident in epigraphical sources. People attracted to 

monotheism found space in cults of Theos Hypsistos. They were also 

accommodated in the boundary areas of Judaism, in synagogue, and in 

the assimilating groups of god-worshippers, the theosebeis. Exciting 

evidence of the theosebeis from Aphrodisias invites further 

investigation into the relationship of this group with the wider Jewish 

community in that city. 

In this thesis, I have dismantled the term ‘syncretism’ to describe 

cultic practices which diverged from traditional representations of 

Judaism and paganism. I have replaced syncretism with an 

appreciation for the positive processes of assimilation. Assimilation 

processes show that diversity in cult expressions were congruent with 

maintenance of core group distinction. 

Within the new religious situation, pagan religious institutions 

founded on traditional oracle centres adapted to the changing 

environment. Theological oracles were products of oracle centres that 

continued to be vibrant instruments of pagan religion. I examine the 

theological oracle from Oinoanda for evidence of pagan monotheism 

and connection with a cult of Theos Hypsistos. The results of this show 

that the theological wisdom coming from centres such as Klaros and 

Didyma were sophisticated and adaptive to the changing religious 

views and needs of people and cities who accessed the sites. 

Christian groups also attracted people with monotheistic attitudes 

toward god. Within Christian communities Jewish and pagan practices 
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were expressed to varying degrees, vying with the foundational 

teaching of early missionaries such as Paul and his co-workers. In this 

study, the Letter to the Kolossians provides evidence of the 

assimilating influences of both pagans and Jews. The resulting conflict 

highlights that the new religious situation was an intense 

environment. In this environment were competing practices, differing 

views on how the common belief in a highest god through Christ took 

shape in cult.  

I have shown that the method of assimilation theory is a tool of 

investigation into the human experience of people living in the ancient 

world. Assimilation theory provides insights into culture and how 

people interacted and remained culturally distinct. Assimilation theory 

could usefully be taken up as a method for biblical criticism. It works 

well with the already established social science criticism and social 

identity theory. 

A significant task of this thesis is the drawing together of the 

theological oracle from Oinoanda and the Kolossian hymn. The 

comparative analysis of these texts provides evidence that they were 

expressions of a highest god emerging from a common cultural 

environment, facilitated by a new religious situation. I refined my 

initial ideas of similarity between the texts throughout the research, 

and determined that the texts were not dependent on each other. This 

relieved the issues of anachronism. I affirm nonetheless that these 

texts have the same background cultural environment. Both express a 

high god, Christ in the hymn, Theos Hypsistos in the oracle. The 

universe of both texts is conceived in the same way. The unseen god is 

beyond human access, beyond the hierarchy of other beings. The 

language and vocabulary used for god resonates between the hymn 

and oracle. The poetic constructions of both reveal the high aims of the 

original speakers to present the fullness and superiority of god in fluid, 

beautiful terms. 
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Future studies would benefit from exploring the idea of a Christian 

theological text such as the Kolossian hymn being a model of 

expressing the nature of a highest god, a precedent, that was taken up 

later by pagans. As pagan monotheism developed in and beyond the 

first three centuries CE, producing theological oracles, resources were 

needed as ideas were disseminated. Texts such as the hymn may have 

provided a template. Centres like Klaros and Didmya may have looked 

toward Christianity for examples of defining the nature of god, 

especially as competition between cults grew in the lead up to 

Christianisation of the cultural mainstream. The common cultural 

background established in this study provides the matrix for drawing 

together expressions of a highest god from different cultural groups.  

In conclusion, the cultural environment of Asia Minor was a matrix for 

expressions of a highest god. These expressions flourished in minority 

group contexts. They emerged from different cultural groups who came 

together in spaces where creative ideas, new religious practices and 

attitudes toward god were shared. Monotheistic Christianity and 

Judaism were minority groups. Indigenous rural groups who followed 

practices identified in this study as monotheistic in attitude, were 

minorities. Followers of Theos Hypsistos did not belong to the 

mainstream, especially if they practiced exclusivity in worship. The 

highest god manifested in the spaces where people met, beyond the 

mainstream. 
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